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To
the hurhsini (elders) o f  Shankar pur
“And He said unto them, Ye are from beneath, I am from above: 
ye are of this world, I am not of this world. I said therefore unto 
you, that ye shall die in your sins: for if ye believe not that I am 
He, ye shall die in your sins.”
- John 8: 23,24
“You are high and I am low, but if I reduce your size by six inches 
from above, we will be equal again.”
- A Naxalite Proverb, originally from Bhagalpur diara
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Prologue
Writing (if we no longer identify it with style or with literature) is itself violent. It is, in fact, 
the violence of writing that separates it from speech, reveals the force of inscription in it, the 
weight of an irreversible trace. Indeed, this writing of violence (an eminently collective 
writing) possesses a code; however one decides to account for it, tactical or psychoanalytic, 
violence implies a language of violence, i.e., of signs (operations or pulsions) repeated, 
combined into figures (actions or complexes), in short, a system. Let us take advantage of this 
to repeat that the presence (or the postulation) of a code does not intellectuali/e the event 
(contrary to what anti-intellectualist mythology constantly states): the intelligible is not 
intellectual.
- Roland Barthes1
The present thesis is an attempt to study the social practice of Gangotas of Bhagalpur 
(North India). Like that of many other subordinate agrarian communities (Dorns, Dharhis, 
Binds, etc.) of Gangetic Bihar, there has not been anything positive in the representation of 
Gangotas in the contemporary discourses. Both national media and administrative sources 
depict members of this community as criminals. Although the post-colonial state in India, 
unlike its predecessor, does not acknowledge the occurrence of crime on a communal basis, 
the administrative practice indicates otherwise. With its official identity as ‘diara criminals’, 
the community of Gangotas is considered a menace to public peace and order Despite the 
enforcement of strict measures to contain the activities of this community, the district 
administration of Bhagalpur has been criticised by the local law-abiding citizenry for doing 
too little to eliminate the criminal threat to public life and property. The criminal image of 
Gangotas is periodically reinforced by the news of Gangota violence the form and content of 
which defies the imagination o f even those who have become somewhat accustomed to the 
insecurity of life and property in rural Bihar The reports o f Gangota violence cannot be 
questioned for their authenticity, nor can the violation of law contained in such incidents of 
violence be doubted. Yet, the representation o f this violence as mere acts of crime can, at 
best, be called partial, especially analysed against the specific structure of the agrarian 
society of Bhagalpur.
1 Roland Barthes, The Rustle o f Language, (tr.) Richard Howard, London: Basil Blackwell, 1986, 
p. 153
The alleged criminality of Gangotas provides a point of departure in our analysis, 
which includes the attributes of the territory, both social and physical, in which the Gangota 
acts of violence occur, the structure of these acts and the specific parameters against which 
they are evaluated, the mode chosen by the community to rationalise its use of force, the 
verbal representation of Gangota understanding, and the structure of polity that affects both 
the generation of these acts and their evaluation as crime. The attempt to interpret the use of 
collective force by Gangotas involves an analysis of the past events, and, hence, the thesis 
draws not only from anthropology but also from history However, as the contents would 
possibly reflect, this exercise deviates from being an ethnography, in the strict sense of the 
term, as there is much more in the social existence of this subordinate community to allow 
its reduction to the collective use of force. At the same time, the thesis also digresses from 
traditional historiography, as no attempt has been made to chronologise the past of 
Gangotas.
The choice of Gangotas as the subject of this research has converged from a number 
of factors, including my own upbringing in a landlord family of Bhumihar Brahman The 
initial experience with the structure of dominance in agrarian society came during my early 
childhood that was spent on the estate of my maternal grandfather before I was moved to a 
major city to live with my parents. Nearly a decade and a half had passed since the abolition 
of zamindari, but it had yet to manifest in social relations. The coercive dominance of 
zamindars, which I learnt about much later, was not present in my childhood experience, 
possibly because children were kept away from the site of violence. Also, my grandfather 
was a man of mild temperament and advocated compassion for poor and respect for old, 
including the servants of the household This image of a benevolent zamindar was fully 
understood much later, only after I learnt the significance of persuasion in the mechanism of 
power. There were two incidents, however, that could be considered significant as they 
affected my understanding of that society. In the first, a boy, who had come to play with me 
upon my invitation, was asked to leave, and I was told not to associate with children of
3raiyaf- in future. In the second incident, I happened to witness the beating of a servant who 
was caught stealing fodder for his own cow. Despite a convincing explanation from one of 
the employees, who attempted to justify the necessity of punishment to cure a thief, the 
victim’s cries for mercy (dohai maibaap) were to be permanently registered in my memory 
Even at that time, I used to imagine these two individuals in reversed roles, my play-mate 
yelling at my tutor to get lost, and the servant beating the manager of the cattle-house 
Although I never saw the victims of the two incidents again, the desire to know how they 
felt remained in me.
Much later, while doing Masters at J.N.U., I grew an interest in the history of agrarian 
movements, which may have something to do with my childhood experience. My initial 
introduction to the subject occurred through a brief course on Indian nationalism that 
focused on Gandhi and the Indian National Congress. Obviously, due to its focus the course 
only made cursory references to the activities of peasants, and, what I thought misleading, it 
concluded that Gandhi was successful in spreading nationalist consciousness among the 
peasant masses, which provided a boost to the national movement. In fact, the course- 
teacher quoted the following statement to summarise the non-cooperation movement of 
1917:
With the beginning of 20th century, the Indian National Congress began to champion the 
cause of the oppressed peasants , countrywide campaigns were organised with nationalism as 
their dynamo and economic pressure as their propellers.2 3
Although at the time my knowledge of agrarian movements of colonial period was still 
in infancy, the conclusion seemed questionable, especially in the light of the information that 
I had received from my own family sources. I knew that most of the Congress leaders active 
during the freedom movement in Bihar were either Bhumihar Brahmans or Kayasthas, and 
that they were either zamindar themselves or had strong links with zamindar families. The 
stories of Dr Rajendra Prasad’s loyalty to the zamindars of Hathwa was still in circulation
2 Although the zamindari relations were not in existence, the terms of reference had not changed. 
Cultivators were still referred to as raiyat (tenant) and my grandfather was still called babu saheb.
3 N. G. Ranga, Revolutionary Peasants, Delhi: Amrit, 1949, pp.40-1.
4among the families with a zamindari past Prasad’s forefathers had served the Hathwa family 
as accountants and estate managers, and this relationship had helped the latter in retaining 
control of a substantial proportion of land at the time of zamindari abolition. During his 
tenure as the President of India, Prasad had also intervened to prevent the then discovered 
treasure of Hathwa from being confiscated The liaison between the Congress leaders and 
zamindars was not a coincidence but a product of the colonial social formation in Bihar The 
largest number of zamindari estates in the province were owned by Bhumihar Brahmans, and 
Kayasthas, due to their traditional skills in accountancy, were employed as clerks, rent- 
officials and managers on these estates by default. The increasing demand for lawyers by the 
zamindars encouraged many of their Kayastha employees to send their sons to study law and 
join the legal profession. Being metropolitan by birth, the Indian National Congress received 
its initial support in Bihar from the urban elites who were mostly lawyers by profession and 
Kayastha by caste. The knowledge of this social complicity of power in Bihar did not come 
to me from any academic source, but as a part of the family history. It attributes the 
friendship between my grandfather and Baldev Sahay, a prominent lawyer and a Congress 
member of the provincial legislative council, to the fact that Sahay’s father (Munshi 
Rupmangal Das) had served on the former’s estate as an accountant. In this light, it was 
difficult to accept that Congress leadership, considering its complicity with the oppressors, 
would have championed ‘the cause of the oppressed peasants’.
The alternative to this nationalist approach was to be found in the writings of 
traditional Marxist historians, especially Bipan Chandra, who maintained that in “the name of 
national unity against imperialism the peasants’ class interests were completely sacrificed ” 4 
Despite its criticism of the Congress movement for its bourgeois characteristic, this 
approach did not have any doubts in the ability of the Congress leaders to mobilise the 
agrarian masses. In the practice of orthodox Marxist theory there was no scope for a 
conscious peasant action in the absence of external political mobilisation. Both these
4 Although this view appeared in his Nationalism and Colonialism in Modern India, [Delhi: Orient 
Longman, 1979, especially pp. 346-8f during the last decade, Chandra revised his opinion of the 
Congress movement and called it a mass movement. See, his “Sons of the Soil Revolt against 
Exploitation”, The Telegraph, 17 May 1985.
5approaches, despite their ideological differences, shared an ‘erroneous understanding’5 of 
the rural masses that reflected in their misrepresentation as an inert object that could be 
manipulated at will but had no will of its own Moreover, the fact that my understanding of 
agrarian structure was largely based on informal sources, it stood no chance of becoming a 
part of the academic discourse due to the unbending insistence on formalism shared by the 
two approaches. Consequently, it resulted in the birth of a personal scepticism for the formal 
historiography, especially for the exercises that made sweeping generalisations about the 
actions of agrarian collectivities in complete disregard for the contextual specificity of 
collective consciousness that shaped such actions.
In my M Phil, dissertation6, I made an attempt to examine the conceptualisation of 
peasant action in nationalist and Marxist historiographies. The inquiry focused on two 
issues, first, to see if the Indian peasant was capable of taking collective action in the 
absence of any external source of consciousness, and second, to find out whether the 
ideology guiding the peasant action was secular - nationalist or class - as nationalist and 
Marxist historians had claimed. Although the scope of this exercise was limited by the 
guidelines that confined it to secondary sources, there was sufficient evidence present in 
published sources to substantiate my earlier doubts. Not only did I find agrarian collectivities 
capable of taking collective action in the absence of any external source of consciousness, 
they also demonstrated their will in movements that were claimed to be either a product of 
Congress mobilisation or launched by the Communist Party of India. The actions of Bihar 
peasantry in particular reflected clearly that its resistance was directed against both the 
colonial regime and the Congress, whose complicity with zamindars outweighed by far its 
urge for becoming the sole representative of the rural masses. Although the specific 
articulation of agrarian dissent differed in different contexts of its occurrence, certain 
elements were present in most instances:
5 At the time, I was not aware of the complicity between knowledge and power, and most of such 
writings only seemed lacking in factual awareness.
6 Rajesh Raj, Caste, Class and Peasant Movements in India: A Case-Study o f Bihar, unpublished 
M.Phil., Delhi: Centre for the Study of Social Systems, Jawaharlal Nehru University, 1986.
6• the agrarian protest was generally guided by a consciousness that happened to be 
indigenous to the agrarian society;
• in cases where agrarian collectivities were subject to coercive domination, the protest 
invariably, although not solely, manifested in the use of violence,
• the identity binding the participants of a protest movement was not secular. This also 
applied to the participation of agrarian masses in the so called nationalist and class 
struggles, since they derived their strength from the traditional institutions of caste 
and religion, and not from the secular ideologies; and,
• the resistance o f agrarian collectivities did not always acquire the shape of full- 
fledged peasant movements, despite the presence of a collective will of defiance.
The review of colonial movements also indicated that resistance did not depend solely 
upon the degree of exploitation, or its realisation in the consciousness of peasantry. While 
these two could have been necessary preconditions, the magnitude and form of resistance 
actually depended upon the reading of the protesting peasants of the social context of their 
action. This implied that resistance could manifest in a mode not necessarily corresponding 
to the sociological definition of a peasant movement. Further explorations in this direction 
required study of an agrarian collectivity, whose actions were not identified as peasant 
movements. Although I was familiar of the existence of Gangotas due to the journalistic 
reports that frequently appeared in the national newspapers and magazines7, it was only a 
fellow-student from Bhagalpur8 who made me aware of the ‘insecurity’ that prevailed in the 
rural areas of Bhagalpur. In his opinion, it was a regime of terror that could not be stopped 
by police or law, since the leader of a Gangota gang, while in jail, could continue directing 
his associates. Despite his warning that Bhumihar Brahmans are their main targets, I decided 
to work on the criminality of Gangotas as part of my doctoral research.
7 The murder of a German tourist in 1985 allegedly by Nanda Mandal and a few other Gangotas had 
received special attention from the national media. For example, see Kalyan Mukherjee, “Savage 
Harvest”, Illustrated Weekly o f  India, 9-15 June 1985. Nanda Mandal was acquitted of the charge in 
1989.
8 Sanjay Kumar, then a post-graduate student of history, came from Nathnagar (Bhagalpur). Initially, 
he refused to provide any assistance in my research, but, later, when I was about to begin my fieldwork, 
he gave me a few contacts that proved to be extremely useful in due course. He was also responsible for 
my initial training in Angika, the language of Bhagalpur.
7The information used in this study was mainly collected during an anthropological 
fieldwork in Bhagalpur between July 1988 to January 1990. Initially, an attempt was made 
to study a Gangota settlement near Bihpur (north Bhagalpur), but due to the dislike of the 
local landlords for my work9, I had to leave the village The second, and successful attempt 
was made with the help of Ganga Mukti Andolan (Ganga Liberation Front), an organisation 
working for the abolition of waterlordism in Bhagalpur. It had a few Gangota activists, who 
eventually agreed to cooperate in my work. I was introduced to the Gangotas of Shankarpur 
village, which became the focus of my fieldwork. There were two things in my identity that 
were not known to the villagers: firstly, they did not know that I was a Bhumihar Brahman 
by birth10, and, secondly, they were not aware of the fact that I could understand the local 
language.* 11 This, although questionable on ethical grounds, was done in good faith, and 
could be considered appropriate in the given situation.
A significant fact pertaining to the techniques of social research was revealed during 
the fieldwork, in which I discovered that the process of observation is mutual between the 
observer and the observed As a researcher, I was supposed to observe the activities of 
Gangotas, but the intensity with which I was being watched went beyond the general 
curiosity for outsiders. Also, the responses to my queries were guided by several factors, 
including the social context of the interview itself. On a number of occasions, informants 
made up stories while trying to be helpful or just to lengthen the duration of the chat. Myths 
and the events o f past were two areas in which nearly everybody had something to 
contribute, but I decided to depend on the information provided by the elders, partly because 
their versions were socially acknowledged to be the most authentic. The fieldwork
9 I was told by a teacher of the village primary school that the Gangota labourers were asked by their 
employers not to respond to my questions.
10 They knew that before going to Australia, I lived in Delhi. As my last name, i.e. Raj’, is common 
among the Jats of Delhi and Haryana, it is likely that they presumed me to be one. Nobody ever asked 
me for my caste during my stay in Bhagalpur, and I did not reveal it on my own. It is possible that they 
would not have caused me any harm, but it is unlikely that they would have revealed any information, 
as I realised later.
11 The brief training that I had received in Angika (the local language) from my friend at J.N.U. 
initially proved to be inadequate. Although I could understand the urban speech, it took me a few 
months before I could understand the tongue of Gangotas, especially their elders.
8experience was not only helpful in providing a rich body of information about this 
subordinate agrarian community, but also in affecting my understanding of the nature of my 
own heritage. During the last part of my fieldwork, I also happened to witness a Hindu- 
Muslim riot that left the Ganga of Bhagalpur strewn with corpses. For ten days I 
experienced an urban life that was beyond the reach of any rule of law Among other things, 
this first-hand experience led to an understanding of religious violence that contradicted its 
representation in modern discourses It was also crucial for the study of Gangotas, since they 
were ultimately held responsible for disturbing the peace of the urban civilised life.
The problems encountered during the fieldwork proved to be minimal when compared 
to the difficult task of situating Gangotas in the domain of social research. A major problem 
arises from the fact that the contemporary scholarship, despite its internal differences, shares 
a liberal perspective in which violence is treated as a deviance, especially if its disregard for 
the rule of law does not have sanction of any modem political ideology. The study of 
contemporary rural crime in India with a view to interpret its relationship with agrarian 
protest has yet to occur, and even in the colonial context the scholarly attention paid to the 
subject has been only minimal. Anand Yang has attempted to illustrate the colonial 
construction of criminality by looking into the administration of Magahiya Dorns of Bihar. 12 
However, his study focuses mainly upon the administrative steps taken by the colonial 
regime to regulate the activities of Magahiya Dorns. In his study of colonial Madras, David 
Arnold has described dacoity (the Indian gang robbery) as a precursor of agrarian 
resistance. 13 A significant attempt with considerable methodological influence has been made 
by Ranajit Guha, who has studied the tribal insurgency of the early colonial period. In his 
opinion, the ambiguity between crime and rebellion during the colonial period was largely a 
result o f the legal framework within which colonial administrators operated The increase in 
dacoities and other crimes following a deterioration in economic conditions, led the colonial
12 Anand A. Yang, “Dangerous Castes and Tribes: The Criminal Tribes Act and the Magahiya Doms 
of Northeast India” in Anand Yang (ed.) Crime and Criminality in British India, Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1985.
13 David Arnold, “Dacoity and Rural Crime in Madras, 1860-1940”, Journal o f  Peasant Studies, vi, 
1979.
9administrators to misinterpret tribal insurgency as the intensification of the former However, 
he thinks that the distinction between crime and rebellion is a qualitative one:
Unlike crime peasant rebellions are necessarily and invariably public and communal events.
To generalize, the criminal may be said to stand in the same relation to the insurgent as does 
what is conspiratorial (or secretive) to what is public (or open) or what is individualistic (or 
small-group) to what is communal (or mass) in character. In other words, crime and 
insurgency derive from two very different codes of violence.14
There are two major difficulties in applying this framework to the agrarian use of force 
in post-colonial India Firstly, violent resistance can be held legitimate only if its 
representation in the legal discourse as crime is rejected. And once the ‘elitist’ laws have 
been rejected as lacking in legitimacy, there would not be any violent act that could be 
identified as ‘crime’, since the definition of crime is strictly a legal one, ‘an act or the 
commission of an act that is forbidden or the omission of a duty that is commanded by a 
public law and that makes the offender liable to punishment by that law’. Thus, technically 
speaking, in the given framework of the penal code that treats violent resistance as crime, 
the distinction between crime and resistance is not possible. On the other hand, if the penal 
code is rejected for being elitist, crime loses its definition, and, therefore, its distinction from 
resistance is not possible.
It may be argued that the above framework defines both crime and resistance, through 
their opposite attributes. This is precisely where the second difficulty arises. The definition 
of resistance in terms of ‘public’ and ‘open’ excludes from its domain the protest of those 
collectivities that cannot afford to pronounce their rebellion openly, either due to the 
superior strength o f their adversaries in their own reading or because of their economic 
dependency on the landed elites. In such a social context, agrarian resistance is more likely 
to manifest in a form that would be opposite of its definition by Guha. 15 Considering the
14 Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects o f Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India, Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1983, p. 79
15 In a discussion that I had with Guha during the early stage of writing this thesis he accepted the 
possibility of resistance manifesting through a collective use of force that is not necessarily open or 
public.
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variable nature of social reality, an attempt to conceptualise a form of violence in terms of 
absolute attributes is futile It is possible to locate the existence of resistance in a specific 
occurrence of violence, but a similar use of force may or may not contain resistance Often 
the coexistence of poverty and a will to resist in the same collectivity results in its 
engagement of force during which the difference between crime and resistance is known 
only to the participants.
A similar methodological problem arises due to the negative image of Hindu-Muslim 
violence, which has been somewhat absolute in the discourses on India, with little theoretical 
possibility of its use by a protesting collectivity. The specificity of such conflicts, which 
would possibly reflect a different character of violence that rests beneath the rubric of 
religious war, has been lost in the debate over the colonial responsibility for the birth of 
sectarian strife in the subcontinent. 16 An understanding of the Gangota use of collective 
violence necessarily requires a departure from both the criminological approach that seeks to 
explain the deviant behaviour while retaining faith in criminal justice, and secularism that 
leads to the labelling of a collective use o f force outside the rational-legal domain of civil 
society as primordial and negative. 17
In the first chapter, we attempt to analyse the physical and social attributes of the 
habitat of Gangotas, which not only serves as a stage where their violence unfolds, but also 
contributes to the collective use of force. This involves an interpretation of the local agrarian
16 A few Cambridge historians led by Chris Bayly have attempted to demonstrate that the existence of 
cultural and religious differentiation in the pre-colonial Indian society were adequate to manifest in 
communal strife. See, C. A. Bayly, “The Pre-History of Communalism ? Religious conflict in India, 
1700-1860”, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 19(2), 1985. Also, his The New Cambridge History o f  India, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988. An opposite view is held by many scholars, including 
Gyanendra Pandey, who argues that construction of communalism was a significant agenda in the 
colonial discourse. See, Gyanendra Pandey, “The Colonial Construction of ‘Communalism’: British 
Writings on Banaras in the Nineteenth Century”, in Ranajit Guha (ed.) Subaltern Studies, vol. vi,
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1988.
17 My proposal for separation from secularism should not be taken as an affirmation of religious 
fanaticism. It only advocates an interpretation of violence without assigning it a negative or positive 
value. We may refer to a paper by Gyanendra Pandey, which resulted from his visit to Bhagalpur in 
1990. Pandey discusses the issues and problems, especially the role of urban-secular thinking, involved 
in the study of sectarian strife in contemporary India. See, his “In Defence of the Fragment: Writing 
about Hindu-Muslim Riots in India Today”, unpublished manuscript, October 1990
structure, with special reference to the roles played by landlords, waterlords and 
moneylenders. Also significant is to inquire into the specific articulation of sharecropping as 
the dominant form of agrarian relations in rural Bhagalpur in general, and the Gangota 
village of Shankarpur in particular
In the second chapter, we focus upon the Gangota violence itself The analysis 
includes an interpretation of the specific modes of collective violence that have led to the 
negative representation of Gangotas as criminals. At the same time, an attempt has been 
made to analyse the legal parameters that govern the processing and evaluation of the 
collective acts o f violence, with special reference to the introduction of modern legal system 
in Bhagalpur and the evolution of its relationship with the local agrarian structure.
The interpretation of the religious practices of Gangotas has been dealt with in the 
third chapter. It takes into account both the integration of religion as a rationalising agency 
in the Gangota society and its relationship with the Brahmanic religious order. Not only does 
this involve an interpretation of Gangota myths, beliefs, religious specialists and rituals, but 
also an investigation into the process through which Gangotas became Hindu. A brief 
account of the Bhagalpur religious riot, for which Gangotas were held responsible in the 
urban discourses, is also included in the chapter
In the fourth chapter, an attempt has been made to interpret the discourses of 
Gangotas that both verbalises and rationalises their violence. It involves an analysis of the 
variable forms acquired by Gangota narratives in different social contexts largely effected by 
the segmentation in the linguistic space o f the region. Also, an attempt has been made to 
deconstruct a Gangota ballad to illustrate the preservation of past by its mythologisation that 
effectively performs the same function as modem historiography
The last chapter attempts to explain the negative representation of Gangotas as 
criminals in the political context. This involves an interpretation of the nature and structure 
of Indian polity during colonial and post-colonial period and its relationship with the
12
community of Gangotas. The role of Gangotas in the anti-colonial struggle has been 
analysed with a special reference to the Gangota use of violence during the Quit India 
Movement, 1942. We also look into the ‘criminalisation of politics’, which the urban citizens 
of Bhagalpur claim to be a recent development.
As all instances of violence essentially refer to some context of power, the present 
thesis takes into account the articulation of power, both in its specificity and generality, 
while making an attempt to interpret the use of violence by Gangotas, and the subsequent 
construction of their criminality
l.Diara: The Landscape of Crime
All human actions, including crime, take place in a space However, this space does 
not merely constitute a site of occurrence, but also includes a cultural territory that actively 
participates in the generation of human practices. Within the physical boundaries of an area, 
as we would see in the case of diara1 there exists a social space constituted by the distances 
among its inhabitants. By the very fact that these distances, which owe their existence to 
unequal social relations, define the expanse of a socio-cultural territory, they also determine 
the nature, tempo and intensity of the local practices, many of which seek to alter the 
structure of the social space. Hence, before we make any attempt to analyse the alleged 
criminality of Gangotas, it is necessary to comprehend the spatial location of their practice
The community of Gangota lives in the diara area of Bhagalpur2 which is situated 
about 300 kms. north-west of Calcutta in the province of Bihar. The administrative 
headquarters o f the district are in a city by the same name. According to official sources, the 
district is spread over an area of 5,589 sq. kms., and inhabits over 2.62 million people. More 
than 88 per cent o f its population is rural which lives in some 3,600 villages.3 The major 
geographic feature of the region is the presence of river Ganga, which divides the district 
into two uneven parts, and flows west to east to cover a length of almost 80 kms. from 
Sultanganj to Pirpainti. Due to the silt deposited in the river bed, there are many island like 
land formations in Ganga, which are called diara, also known as dira, diar and diro 4 The 
top layer of diara soil is renewed by the annual floods making it particularly suitable for the
1 Diara is an island like land formation caused by the silt deposited in the river-bed. For convenience, 
we would use this term to refer to the Ganga diara of Bhagalpur, the habitat of Gangotas.
2 Small populations of Gangotas are also found in the Binda diara in the neighbouring Munger 
district, and in Kosi diara in Pumea district.
3 Information sheet provided by the Office of the District Magistrate of Bhagalpur. The information 
on population is based on Census 1981. See, Census o f  India 1981, Series-4 Bihar, District Census 
Handbook, Bhagalpur District, Government, of India Publication, 1986.
4 The area of Ganga diara is estimated to be over 240,000 hectares. Other major diaras in the 
province of Bihar include Burhi Gandak - 230,000 hectares, Kosi - 150,000 hectares, Gandak - 
140,000 hectares and Sone - 110,000 hectares.
cultivation of lintels. Otherwise, the frequently changing course of Ganga, and the annual 
flooding of the diara lands eliminate any possibility of a permanent human settlement. Diara 
villages have been subject to shift, often seasonal but sometimes permanent. This effect of 
Ganga is not confined to the displacement of bhitahar (the inner space, the household) of 
the diara community, but also affects bahiyaar (the outer space, the agricultural land near 
the village). Changes in the course of the river result in the immersion of many land- 
holdings, which re-appear from the river only after ten or twenty years It is only part of the 
problem that fertile lands are lost to cultivation for decades.
When flood waters recede, changes in the landscape defy any attempt of identification 
of a particular location. Even the local cultivators sometimes fail to recognise their own 
holdings. As a result, land-disputes are very common in diara, and often manifest themselves 
in violent conflicts. The problem is accentuated by the fact that even after two centuries of 
land-revenue administration, the Bhagalpur diara remains unsurveyed 5 In the absence of 
valid land records, courts find it extremely difficult to determine the titles of disputed 
holdings, and often judgements are made in favour of those with the physical possession of 
the land in question .6 In this way, the ownership of diara land is, in effect, a direct function 
of physical strength.
5The first survey of Ganga diara in Bhagalpur is known to have taken place during 1862-5, of which 
no report is available. During 1902-10, a district survey was held under P. W. Murphy, but it did not 
include diara area. During 1908-15, a special Ganga Diara survey was held, but only to determine the 
boundary of diara. Following the land-riots dunng 1950-5, the provincial government ordered for the 
survey of Ganga diara of Bhagalpur. [Revenue Dept., Letter No. A/5-1015/58-7894, Patna, dt. 13 Dec. 
19581 The survey commenced in 1959 and was completed in March 1965, but its report was rejected by 
the government, for it did not “have any presumptive evidentiary value.”[Revenue Dept., Memo No. 
10241, 2/3 Dec. 1965. Also, Revenue Dept., Letter No. 3809/B/AS/3064/65 dt. 12 Dec. 1965], As a 
result, there are no valid official land-records for diara.
6 Interview with Justice C. P. Sinha, a retired judge of the Patna High Court, Patna, 6 Nov. 1989.
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l.Shankarpur
“...villages high up the Ganges lived by housebreaking in Calcutta.”
- Warren Hastings, the first Governor General of India7
For a north Indian village, Shankarpur is a very common name, but the diara village of 
Shankarpur is well-known in the Bhagalpur region due to its notoriety. Unlike other villages 
that essentially require references to their respective Police Station, Block and Sub-Division, 
Shankarpur is identified on its own. Although the distance between the city of Bhagalpur 
and Shankarpur is barely 8 kms., it takes more than two hours to reach the village The first 
part of the journey involves crossing the river by boat, which takes about an hour.8 There 
are about a dozen boats that shuttle between Adampur ghat (river jetty) in Bhagalpur city 
and the northern banks of the river. Almost all these boats are owned and manned by 
different Gangotas of Shankarpur, who derive their livelihood mainly from passenger and 
freight traffic, and to some extent from supplying diara sand to the builders in Bhagalpur 
city. Traditionally handcrafted of wood, these boats rely upon oars and sails for power. 
There are no motor powered boats in the region except for the ones owned by the district 
administration. A few old steamers are in commercial operation9 but they shuttle between 
Berari ghat in Bhagalpur city and Narayanpur in the north, and hence are of little use to the 
diara villagers. Also, there are many dongis and other small boats10 used by the local 
fishermen.
7 Quoted by W. W. Hunter, Annals o f Rural Bengal, London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1897, p.73
8 The village is situated slightly north-west of the city, so the boats have to go against the current. 
From the other side, it takes about 30-35 minutes, since in addition to being supported by the current, 
the boatmen can also use sail.
9 I was told that all these steamers are owned by the family of Bachcha babu, which has a virtual 
monopoly in steamer operations in the province. Apart from Bhagalpur, the steamers owned by this 
family also operate in Monghyre and Patna. The newest of these steamers were acquired in auctions 
immediately after World War II.
10 Dongi, also known as sahiya or chhotaki, is a small boat made out of a single stem of saal or 
sakhua (Shorea robusta) and pointed at both ends. It is propelled by pushing a lagga (pole) in the river­
bed. The other type is called saranga which can take 40-50 passengers. It is made of saal planks, 
stapled together by iron nails, and has a round bottom. Although these boats have sails, they are mostly
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After crossing the river, one has to walk on sand and cross three more streams that 
stay dry during most of the year, except for the rainy season, when the entire diara is 
flooded. During the early monsoon, the stream just preceding the village, which is called 
margang* 11 by the local villagers, poses great difficulty, as it is too shallow to allow the use 
of boats. Crossing it on foot requires experience, since there are venomous snakes (mainly 
vipers) as well as patches of quicksand The access to Shankarpur is easiest during floods, 
since the boats from the city can reach the village (or whatever of it is left) directly, and 
there is hardly any land left in diara to walk on. During the floods a large part of the village 
community seeks refuge in the city, in search of shelter as well as livelihood In the past, the 
changing course of the river has caused permanent shifts in the geographical location of 
Shankarpur. The location of the village changed five times in the past eighty years ( See, 
map on the following page). According to a local resident, from 1875 to 1915 the village 
was situated on the southern bank of Ganga, near the famous temple of Burhanath]2 after 
which it was shifted to the north of Ganga. At that time, there were two settlements, both 
known as Shankarpur. However, in 1976, when the village had to be shifted for the fifth 
time since 1875, the residents of one settlement chose to shift to the city, and now inhabit a 
slum on the southern bank of Ganga. The rest of the village community decided to move to 
the northern side of the river, not far away from the location of the village between 1915 and 
1938 The section o f the population that moved to the city primarily included boatmen who 
had been driven out of their traditional occupation due to the decline in the river traffic.13
propelled by two oars. At the stem, there is a wooden rudder attached, which is generally controlled by 
the eldest boatman.
11 Margang (literally the dead Ganga) is a stream that has been separated from the river due to a 
change in its course. Most of these margangs are either dry or have very little water in them during 
summers.
12 Burhanath (the eldest god), also known as Vrihdeshwar, is an old temple dedicated to Shiva. 
According to the local people, it was built by Raja Maan Sigh, a general of the Mughal emperor Akbar, 
to celebrate the victory of Orissa.
13 Construction of roads under various rural development schemes during the early 1970s linked the 
villages of North Bhagalpur to the urban centres of North Bihar. As a result, the number of villagers 
crossing Ganga to visit Bhagalpur city gradually declined. This adversely affected the Gangota 
boatmen who had to look for other jobs for their livelihood. As fishing is considered an inferior 
occupation, many of these are now engaged in rikshawpulling and similar activities in the city.
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Despite this physical separation, the slum dwelling Gangotas have maintained their 
connection with the original village
Shift of Shankarpur Village 1875 - 1990
SITE LOCATION
Present course of the River Ganga 
■  Village site 2
ä Temple
1 = 1875- 1915
2 = 1915-1938
3 = 1938 -1956
4 = 1956-1966
5 = 1966 - 1976
6 = 1976 - present
River
Ganga
The diara settlement of Shankarpur inhabits a population of over a thousand 
individuals distributed among 173 households.14 The physical allocation o f the village runs 
parallel to the segmentary structure of Gangota society at different levels. This segmentation 
is, however, hidden ffom the outside. The village runs west to east and the hut-dwellings are 
somewhat evenly spread along its length. A closer look reveals the existence o f three 
clusters [Diagram 1], occupied by the descendants of three main patrilineages of 
Shankarpur. According to the local residents, members of a patrilineage are called gotia and
14 This figure has resulted from a household survey of the village that was conducted by me in March 
1989 with the assistance of a local resident. The total population of Gangotas, according to a local 
resident, should be between 300,000 and 400,000. As census registers do not include caste-status, there 
is no way of authenticating this figure.
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the kinship relationship that binds them together is known as gotian. 15 Although the 
community of Gangotas is divided into different sub-castes or clans, such as magahiya, 
dhelforwa etc., it is the village, and then gotia, solidarity that matters most in the 
organisation of collective activities. Sub-castes or clans are effective only in matrimonies as 
Gangotas practice clan-exogamy. The significance of gotia groups rests primarily in the fact 
that while in the case o f a sub-caste or clan consanguinity is supposed or assumed, in the 
gotia group it is real and can be easily traced back. Moreover, unlike clan, members of a 
gotia group share proximity in physical space and interact everyday.
Shankarpur Village
Cluster (= Patrilineage)
Sub-Cluster (=Extended Family)
A gotia group consists of several extended families that live in sub-clusters. Generally, 
an extended family consists of a married couple, the families of their married sons and their 
unmarried children. If any, widows, deserted women and second wives would also be 
considered in the extended family. Normally extended families stretch to three generations, 
but families with four or even five generations also exist in Shankarpur In order to 
comprehend the structure of the extended family, we may consider the family of a Gangota 
cultivator (Ramkishore Mandal), whom we would call A. His parents, now dead, used to 
share the same sub-cluster. At present, his family lives with the families of his two brothers 
B and C.
15 Gotia has its root in the Sanskrit term gotra (descent). However, among higher castes (especially 
Brahmans), both these terms are used to refer to two different social groups. While gotra denotes an 
assumed descent, generally identified with the names of different ancient sages (Shandilya, Bhrigu, 
Vatsa, etc ), gotia groups are patrilineages. The community of Gangotas does not have gotra, which 
strongly indicates its comparatively recent hinduisation.
Ghor of A
A = Q
O
B
O  = A
.rn iM iun
What we see in the above diagram is called ghor by Gangotas The term is slightly 
ambiguous since it also refers to the sub-cluster, the dwellings of the extended family. In the 
first sense, the Gangota ghor appears to be a joint family except for the fact that there is 
absence of a common hearth, a common source of income and a common roof. Different 
nuclear families constituting a ghor may or may not have common property, but their 
incomes and expenditures are certainly not common. For example, the cultivable holdings 
owned by the extended family of A are owned separately by him and his brothers, the 
vegetable pits near their dwellings are owned by the ghor There is no restriction on the 
consumption of these vegetables by the members of the ghor, but the cash income accruing 
from the sale of these vegetables is distributed equally among the three families. The 
knowledge of such internal arrangements is not shared with the outside world, and despite 
the fact that this attribute of a ghor is somewhat general, it is never acknowledged at the 
social level. As a result, to an outsider the Gangota ghor would appear to be a single social 
unit. This attribute of ghor is also reflected in the allocation of physical space within the sub­
cluster occupied by it.
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Sub-Cluster
courtyard
Grownup Children
visitors
As depicted in the above diagram, the sub-cluster occupied by the families of A and his 
brothers is broadly divided into two parts, namely bhitahar (inside) and dura (outside, 
literally door). The internal division of bhitahar cannot be seen from dura, the outer space 
meant for visitors. Also, those entertained at dura are not allowed to enter bhitahar, except 
for the affinal male relatives who are taken inside for dining. This restriction on spatial 
movement between bhitahar and dura enables the sub-cluster to be presented as one unit to 
the outsiders.16 Moreover, bhitahar and dura are not merely physical divisions of a ghor, 
but also represent two different domains of interaction. While bhitahar is the domain of 
internal relationships of a ghor, which is extremely significant for its solidarity, dura is the 
domain of relationship of a ghor with the outside world In this sense, dura symbolises the 
solidarity o f a ghor as well as unites it with the village community at the same time.
According to the local villagers, ‘dura would tell what a ghor is like’ The size of the 
evening assembly at a dura is considered a crucial indicator of the social significance of its 
ghor, but also important is who goes to whose dura (Ke jaichhai kekar dura). Those who 
assemble at the dura of A, generally include his gotias. However, as I observed, if A 
entertains a gathering at his dura, B and C visit duras o f other gotias. Although this does
16 This structure of physical space also reflects the gender differentiation. While dura represents the 
male domain of social activity, bhitahar is considered to be the domain of females. Women do not 
participate in the activities of dura and men avoid entering bhitahar when women have assembled. 
However, this gender differentiation of space is specific to ghor since in bahiyaar (outside, the fields 
outside the village) men and women share the same working space.
not follow any strict rotationary pattern, it is made sure that at least one of the brothers stays 
at home. Visits to the duras of non-gotias do take place, but the frequency of such visits is 
hardly comparable with the ones within the gotia group Also, the 'mizi-gotia interactions in 
dura gatherings are more formal than the ones within a gotia group, irrespective of the fact 
that all interactions in such gatherings are governed by a strict code of conduct. At the 
minimum, a visitor is offered both a place to sit and water. Any lack of enthusiasm 
demonstrated in the observation of this rule is considered to be an offence to the visitor On 
one occasion, A scolded his son, “Why do you go to his dura, when you are not even 
offered water ?” (kahai ja i chhai okkar dura, jabbhai u tora paaniyo nai pucchao chhau?) 
A similar code governs the verbal interaction at the dura. The representative of a ghor is not 
supposed to overtly contradict what is said by a visitor and vice versa A silent response 
reflected in the absence of honkar17 is adequate to express the dissent of the listener. In such 
a case, the narrator hurriedly completes the story and passes on the sequence of the talk to 
somebody else with the question “What do you say?” (Ton ki kahao chhao?). The only 
exception to this norm of verbal interaction is seen when the dissenting person belongs to an 
earlier generation than the narrator. In such a situation, as is frequently seen, the dissent is 
overtly expressed, and occasionally results in the direct refutation of the narrator's 
interpretation.
The village elders command a great respect, which according to the local villagers 
comes mainly from two sources. Firstly, the seniority of age makes it inevitable that these 
elders would be assigned a respectable status in kinship. This may either come from the 
actual blood ties, in which case a descriptive kinship term is used, or from an assumed 
relationship that is assigned a considerable significance in the local kinship usages, in which 
case a generalised kinship term is used. Generally, a suffix in the name of a person is used as 
a term of address. For example, Bisnath (or Bisu) Mandat, a very old resident of
17 A person while listening to a narration is supposed to say hon, which is a nasal sound made 
without opening the mouth. A regular utterance of this sound, which is called honkar by Gangotas, 
means the narration is being listened to affirmatively. The absence of honkar has the same effect as a 
contradictory interruption to what is being said by the narrator. Under such a case, the narrator would 
stop telling the story and seek the explanation for the absence of honkar.
Shankarpur, is addressed as Bisu ba, even by those people who are not his blood relatives. 
This ba suffix is a generic term which is used for all the men of one's grandfather's 
generation Similarly, men of one's father's generation are addressed with cha suffix in their 
names. In cases of actual blood relatives, people do not use names at all. For example, the 
term for father is babu and for grandfather baba Whether blood relationship is actual or 
assumed, the kinship usages assign great respect to the elders.
Another reason for the importance of elders may be attributed to their experience that 
is of great practical value for the village community. The significance of old wisdom is well- 
acknowledged by the community, as the villager who provided information about the local 
kinship usages, did not have any doubt about the fact that
...gaon ro burhsini bah janaichhai, bah samain dekhalainchhai. Ganga ro dhar kaun ta 
paltatai, okrasini ro khabarchhai. Sabhai munsa ro nas pahchanaichhai. Kekar babu kaun 
khet jotainchhelai, Bisu ba ro matha mein.Jhauri cha ta gaon ro Ojha chhai. Mantar maar 
kai murdaon ke utthai daichhai. Usini ro baat ke katatai ? 18
[ old folks of the village know a lot, have seen many times. Which side Ganga’s flow will 
turn, is known to them They understand everybody's veins. Whose father ploughed which 
land, is in Bisu ba's head. Jhaun cha is the ojha of the village. With his mantra, he makes 
even a corpse stand up. Who would refute their sayings ?]
It is not difficult to understand that in a context where knowledge is primarily 
generated through experience, and transmitted orally from generation to generation, old men 
with their years of experience would be considered the carriers of wisdom However, in this 
body of knowledge earthly and heavenly domains of the communal existence are fused, and, 
as we would see later in this thesis, in the Gangota interpretation of the past, myths and 
history are inseparable. Moreover, the information registered in the memory of old people 
often proves to be o f great practical value. For example, the knowledge of Bisu ba (Bisnath 
Mandal) is of little use in the disputes that occur between the cultivators and the ex- 
zamindar, which mostly lead to court battles. However, it provides great help in settling the 
disputes that occur among the members of the village community.
18 Ramkishore Mandal, a resident of Shankarpur.
At different levels, there are different social bodies to resolve disputes. Disputes 
between the members of a ghor, are settled within that ghor, generally decided by the eldest 
man of the family, without any outside intervention In the absence of such a member, some 
uterine relatives may be called upon to resolve the dispute The division of family property 
including land, among the three brothers of A was settled by his mother’s brother as his 
father had died a long time ago. Similarly, in the case of a dispute between two ghors o f a 
particular gotia group, the elders invited to resolve the dispute would be from different 
ghors but from the same gotia group. Some outsiders, generally experienced old men like 
Bisu ha, may be consulted for expert advice, but they would not participate in the settlement 
of the dispute. At the village level, the dispute between the ghors belonging to two different 
gotia groups is settled by a five member council called panchayat or panchet19 While four 
o f the members of this panchayat are chosen for the settlement of the dispute with the 
consent of the disputants, the fifth one is the headman (marar or madar) of the village itself. 
After the decision has been given, the panchayat is dissolved. The authority of a panchayat 
is never challenged which may be attributed to the fact that the fear of excommunication 
carries a far greater weight than the prison sentence arising from contempt of court, since it 
applies not only to the existing members of a ghor but also to its forthcoming generations.20 
However, the use o f excommunication is not confined to panchayats, but also resorted to by 
the gaam (village council, literally village). Gaam is the highest political body of the village, 
and although it is called and chaired by the marar, the latter cannot overrule or alter its 
decisions A gaam is constituted by the representatives of all the ghors of the village A ghor 
may be represented by more than one member, and, in effect, nearly all the adult males of the 
village are to be found attending the meeting o f gaam There are two occasions when a
19 The Gangota panchayat is not to be confused with the Panchayati Raj of the Indian Constitution, 
despite the fact that both coexist in Shankarpur. While the former is the traditional political 
organisation of Gangotas, and hence should be identified with the community, the latter was introduced 
by the post-independent Indian state. Under the Panchayati Raj system, all the adult members of a 
village elect a mukhiya through a secret ballot. In case of Gangota panchayats, however, females and 
those who do not belong to the community of Gangotas cannot participate. Also, the term of mukhiya is 
five years, but the Gangota headman, known as marar or madar, is chosen for life.
20 It is interesting to note here that nobody, including the oldest residents of the village, could recall 
the last incident of excommunication in Shankarpur It was explained to me by a Gangota cultivator of
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meeting of the gaam is called: first, in case of a complaint of misconduct by the member(s) 
of a ghor, and second, to decide about an external matter that requires collective action of 
the village community.21 However, in both the cases it is the communal solidarity of the 
village which is invoked, and whether it is a matter pertaining to the relationship of the 
village with the external world (the state, the landlord or other villages) or an act of violation 
of the communal code of conduct by some of its members, a collective action on the part of 
the village community is required Ideally, the gaam represents the will of the residents of 
the village, with panchayat as its legitimate judicial extension.
Disputes that occur between the villages are resolved in solaha, a body constituted by 
the marars and representatives of sixteen Gangota villages of the area. There are five 
solahas that cover the entire Gangota community These solahas together constitute 
chaurasi (literally eighty-four), which is the apex body of the community22 Like gaam, 
solaha and chaurasi function for the maintenance of the communal code by inflicting 
punishments (fines and excommunication) upon the guilty village(s), as well as for the 
promotion of solidarity of the community, by sanctioning and/or calling for a collective 
action by the community. It is the duty of the concerning madar(s) to organise these 
meetings which are always accompanied by bhaat (feasts, literally rice) the cost of which is 
shared by the concerning village(s). These meetings may go on for days, during which all the 
representatives reside in the chosen village. Unfortunately, these traditional institutions are 
on decline as evident by the fact that the last meeting of chaurasi took place in 1965 The 
residents of Shankarpur blame it on the high costs involved in the meetings, which have 
made these difficult to afford.
a different village that an excommunicated ghor brings shame not only to itself but to the entire gotia 
group, and hence other ghors of that patrilineage do not mention the occurrence of the incident.
21 Of the 17 meetings that took place during the fieldwork, only two related to the internal matters of 
the village. In the first instance, cattle owned by a ghor had damaged the standing crops of some 
members of the village community. After a long discussion, it was decided that the accused ghor would 
pay Rs.25 to the gaam and, after harvesting, would return the grains of quantity equal to the damaged 
crops of different ghors. In second case, the unmarried sister-in-law of a man was said to have seduced 
a few young boys of the village. It was decided that the girl should be sent to her parents immediately 
and in future if she ever visited Shankarpur again, the host ghor would be excommunicated.
22 There must have been one solaha which had 15 villages instead of 16, since the constitution of 
chaurasi indicates 84 instead of 85.
One would expect that the decay of solaha and chaurasi would have led to a decline 
in the communal solidarity of Gangotas However, there is no evidence to support such an 
inference, and if marital alliance is any indicator of the extent of social solidarity23 the 
available information suggests otherwise. According to Bisnath Mandal, an old resident of 
Shankarpur, the number of marital relationships between distant villages has increased. At 
the time of his marriage (some seventy years ago) there were only four men in Shankarpur 
with wives from villages outside the district of Bhagalpur. The number of men with wives 
from villages outside the administrative area of Nathnagar, but from within the district, was 
also very small (10-15). The rest had wives from neighbouring villages. It is worthwhile to 
compare this information with the findings of my survey (1989), presented in the following 
table:
Distribution of Married Women (village of origin) in Shankarpur, 1989
Number of married women 
residing in Shankarpur
Percentage of the 
total married women
From villages within the 
administrative area of Nathnagar
32 13.01
From villages within the district but 
from outside Nathnagar
131 53.25
From villages outside the district 83 33.74
Total 246 100
Note: 1 It does not take into account seven married women who were from Shankarpur itself. This included two that were 
deserted by their husbands, two widows that returned to live with their parents and in case of the rest, the husbands 
(from outside) decided to settle with their wives in Shankarpur.
2. Also excluded is the information on the urban dwelling families who originally hailed from Shankarpur.
Despite the lack of information on the marriages of females bom in Shankarpur, the 
role of marriages in linking Shankarpur with remote Gangota villages is not to be denied. As 
there has been very little change in the access to transport facilities in diara, the 
development of railways and road transport in the province cannot be identified as crucial in 
such alliances. The brides coming from outside Bhagalpur hailed mainly from two areas, 47
23 While the existence of kinship relationships alone cannot be an indicator of social solidarity, social 
obligations inscribed in such relationships forge a solidarity. In situations of external threat, which may 
either be posed by natural forces (e g., floods) or by a human agency, the necessity of a collective action 
outweighs rivalry among the members of a kinship group. In such a context, marriages become 
significant political strategies for enhancing the collective strength of a kinship group.
from the Binda diara in Munger district and 31 from the Kosi diara in Purnea district, which 
have more or less similar access to transport facilities as Shankarpur. Boats still provide the 
main link with these areas, and in this sense the access of the diara community to the 
transport facilities has remained virtually unchanged. Although it is very difficult to say that 
the decline of inter-village traditional institutions has anything to do with the expansion of, 
what we may call, marital territoriality, it is certain that such alliances have played a crucial 
role in expanding the physical space occupied by the kinship network.
Kinship networks, including both affinal and consanguinal relationships, are crucial for 
the generation of social activities in diara. As we will see, these ties have not only been 
instrumental in the maintenance of a milieu of social reciprocity which has allowed different 
ghors o f Shankarpur to survive by sharing the limited resources, but has also led to the 
generation of numerous collective acts in situations of external threat. At the same time, the 
communal code of conduct that is enforced through various obligations inscribed in social 
relationships exerts an influence comparable to that of any written code of law. In this sense, 
the kinship based social structure o f Gangotas is significant both for the maintenance of 
internal communal order as well as for providing a basis for the organisation of collective 
actions. However, the intra-community relationships form only part of the social structure of 
diara, which consists of a few other elements with considerable influence on the allocation 
of the physical space and the resources of diara.
2. Diara Agriculture: From zamindari to bataidari
Although the residents of Shankarpur are primarily cultivators, they own only a small 
portion o f the land they cultivate. According to official estimates the total area of 
agricultural land in Shankarpur is 4258 acres, o f which 47 per cent is not available for 
cultivation.24 Also, only a tiny fraction (6%) of the cultivable land of the village is irrigated 
with tube-wells and pumps. According to my survey, the land owned by the 173 households
24 Census o f India 1981, op. cit., pp. 126-7.
of Shankarpur is about 487 acres, only 46 per cent of which is cultivable Of the total 
agricultural land of Shankarpur, the residents of the village own only about 11 per cent, and 
in terms of cultivable land this figure is a mere 10 per cent. Nearly nine-tenths of the 
cultivable land of the village is owned by a handful of landlords and moneylenders, the chief 
among which is the family of the ex-zamindar of the village Although these people own the 
majority of the land-holdings of the village, they neither reside in the village nor identify 
themselves with its name They are distant from the residents of Shankarpur in physical 
space as well as in social hierarchy. Yet their in absentia presence has proved to be 
deterministic to the agrarian structure of Shankarpur.
The conceptual categories of landowners, marginal farmers, landless labourers etc., 
which have been considered useful in other contexts, provide little help in understanding the 
agrarian structure of diara One difficulty arises from the overlapping of occupational 
categories, since a large number of the land-owning Gangota cultivators of this village also 
work as agrarian labour. Defying this stark reality, none of the 173 households of the village 
are ready to be identified as anything but khetihars (land owning cultivators), despite the 
fact that 51 o f these do not own any land. At the same time ownership of land does not 
guarantee availability of cultivable lands. The frequently changing course of the river may 
leave even the well-established khetihars without land and looking for employment 
elsewhere. Once submerged, the lands stay under water for fifteen to twenty years. Although 
the victims of such calamities are compelled to work on the lands of other people, either as 
agrarian labourers or as sharecroppers, they still consider themselves to be khetihars In fact, 
nearly one-fifth of the landowning Gangotas of Shankarpur do not have any land available 
for cultivation. However, it is not only the people without any cultivable lands that resort to 
sharecropping or seek employment as agrarian labour. A number of ghors, especially the 
ones with small holdings and large families, have their members working as sharecropper 
or/and agrarian labour. As there are no demarcating lines between a peasant proprietor, a 
sharecropper and an agrarian labourer, such categories are of little use in interpreting the 
agrarian structure of diara
Perhaps, the best understanding of the local agrarian relations is provided by the 
typology of land that exists in the local linguistic usage itself Khudkasht land (owned and 
cultivated by the same person) is distinguished from bhaoli or bholi khet (land under 
sharecropping) Another category is known as sudbharna, a holding owned by the cultivator 
the produce of which goes to the moneylender in lieu of interest It conforms to the term 
which literally means “for the filling of interest” (sud = interest, bharna = to fill). When a 
cultivator fails to pay interest on time (generally after the harvesting season), a portion of his 
land is designated as sudbharna and its produce goes to the moneylender. The moneylenders 
in this region resort to the forfeiture of property of their debtors only as a last resort 
However, the land acquired through this process is never cultivated by the moneylender 
himself, rather allocated to a sharecropper who is generally the original owner himself. This 
partly explains the dominance of sharecropping in Shankarpur
Household distribution of different categories of land, Shankarpur
Category Land Owned Cultivable land Sharecropping
(acres)________________________ (No. of households)________________________
N o land 51 75 36
0.1 to  1 23 26 127
1.1 to 2 25 34 7
2.1 to  3 12 13 1
3.1 to  4 25 19 2
4.1 to  5 9 2 0
5.1 to  6 6 0 0
6.1 to 7 11 2 0
7.1 to  8 1 0 0
8.1 to  9 0 0 0
9.1 to  10 1 0 0
M ore than  10 9 2 0
As seen in the above table, nearly four-fifths of the village households engage in 
sharecropping, i.e., cultivate the land of other people and share the produce. Although these 
sharecroppers include both landless and landowning households, it is the latter that form the 
major category among the sharecroppers. Of the 137 households which engage in 
sharecropping, 42 do not own any land and, hence, can be considered pure sharecroppers. 
There are 17 sharecropping households which own some land but with holdings under 
water Thus, it is only 43.07% of the sharecroppers, who do not have any cultivable land 
The rest, apart from engaging in sharecropping, also cultivate their own holdings. In this 
way, an average Gangota cultivator is a sharecropper and a peasant proprietor in the same
instance This dual identity poses a complex problematic which cannot be resolved by the 
existing understanding of sharecropping. To take a general definition, “the share contract 
typically entitles the supplier of land services to receive from the supplier of labour and other 
services a prearranged proportion of crop output. Sharecropping thus differs significantly 
from contracts in which the rent for land or the wages for labour are fixed and do not vary 
with output, nor should it be confused with various forms of piecework, where labour is 
engaged for a specific purpose, usually harvesting, and rewarded proportionally from the 
total crop .” 25 In the present context, this definition is applicable only to the extent that 
sharecropping in diara involves sharing of output between the landowner and the cultivator 
according to a prearranged contract. The specific conditions that lead to such an 
arrangement fall outside the scope of this definition. In fact, rather than being a product of 
the voluntary agreement between a malik (landowner) and his bataidar (sharecropper), 
sharecropping in diara is a consequence of the evolution of the local agrarian structure. As 
claimed by an old cultivator of the village,
...bholi khet, kasbin ro choochi.e ta kangresi raj ro deni chhai. Angreji raj mein bataidari
nai, jimidari chhaiai. Okarai dhiya e chhai. Je kalhai raiyat chhalai, ajhkai bataidar 26
land under sharecropping is like the breasts of a prostitute... It is a gift of the Congress raj.
Under British rule, it was not sharecropping but zamindari. It is her (zamindari’s) daughter.
Those who were raiyats yesterday, are today’s bataidars (sharecroppers).
The proverb quoted in the beginning of the statement is representative of the image of 
sharecropping in the perception of the local cultivators. A holding under sharecropping is 
like breasts of a prostitute for two reasons, first, the sharecropper has to pay for the use of 
land, and secondly, there is no sense of belongingness, since the sharecropper is entitled to 
use the holding as long as the hissa (share) of the landowner has been paid. As a result, the 
land under share-contract degrades, since efforts made for its maintenance are likely to be 
minimal. A few economists share this opinion, but of course, for different reasons. As the
25 A. F. Robinson, “On Sharecropping”, Man, vol,15(3), 1980, p.412
26 Stated by Bisnath Mandal or Bisu ba of Shankarpur.
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land does not belong to the sharecropper, it rules out any possibility of investment.27 As 
Johnson remarks, ‘"the tenant will apply his resources in the production of crops until the 
marginal cost of crop output is equal to the half the value of the marginal output. ’28 The 
diara may not be able to appreciate the marginalist logic, but they have little doubts about 
the fate o f bholi land
In spite of this widespread unfavourable impression, sharecropping has come to be the 
dominant agricultural practice in diara, which the local cultivators regard as a gift {deni) of 
the Congress rule It is to be noticed in the statement that rather than being used as 
temporal references, political regimes are identified as being responsible for the articulation 
of the local agrarian relations. The apparent separation between political and economic 
domains does not seem to have obscured the wisdom of our informant. This may be 
attributed to the fact that, unlike in modem metropolitan cultures, agrarian relations in diara 
are not merely economic relations. In fact, they are relations of power, i.e., political 
relations, thanks to the role played by coercion in the determination of ownership of diara 
land In this sense, the statement pertinently brings out the political nature of the local 
agrarian relations that ties them to the political regime of the time
However, the most important aspect of this statement is its use of the mother-daughter 
analogy to explain the relationship between zamindari and sharecropping. First of all, it 
suggests that not only sharecropping succeeded zamindari, but also retained the essential 
features of the latter. In the context of diara, the raiyats o f past are bataidars today. A 
raiyat used to cultivate land without any right of ownership, and had to part away with a 
portion of the produce in the form of rent. The situation with the contemporary 
sharecropper is not much different. What used to be lagaan (rent) in the zamindari system, 
has been replaced by hissa (share) of bataidari However, the identification of
27 While outlining the reasons for the backwardness of Bengal's agriculture, Amit Bhaduri observes,
“the semi-feudal production relations operate as a barrier to the introduction o f new technology that 
results in higher output per kishan.” See, his article “A Study in Agricultural Backwardness under 
Semi-feudalism”, Economic Journal, vol.81, 1973, pp. 120-37, p. 136 (emphasis mine).
28 D G. Johnson, “Resource Allocation under Share Contracts”, Journal o f Political Economy, 
vol.58, 1950, pp. 111-23, p . l l l .
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sharecropping as the dhtya (daughter) o f zamindari in the statement also signifies the local 
understanding o f the past which is genealogical in more than one sense. In the first place, in 
the narratives o f past events that are often circulated in dura meetings, genealogical 
categories function as temporal references, which reflects in the use o f phrases like hammar 
babu ro tern mein (in my father's time) or jabhai hammar baba butaru chhalai (when my 
grandfather was a child). On the other hand, the succession o f institutional structures in time 
is interpreted in terms o f genealogy by the villagers This mode o f comprehending history is 
closely linked with the history o f the local agrarian structure, since genealogies have played 
an important role in shaping the past o f Shankarpur, as may be seen in the following 
account:
...Hammar babu ta butaruey chhalai jakhain Rajapur jimidari ro batwara 
bhenai.. .Shankarpur ke char-char anna path ke goti bethalai aru charon bhai apanau hissa 
bechidelkai eggo angrej jimidar ke jekar naam Grant chhalai. Okhanai Grant se bargo 
jimidar koi nai e elaka mein. Okar barkai basa chhalai Narainpur mein, pachas-sath go ta 
khali sipahiyen chhalai. Uhai eggo jimidar sagro Bhagalpur mein je Gorkha sipahi bahali 
kalaichhai. Okkar thothan banari ro gond lagan chaugna kari delaichhai panchai baris mein. 
Napio mein maraichhalai. Hammarasini ke sunai ? Lat kallattar sabhain okarai dura bathain; 
sabhai daroga-polis okarahain sunain. Angrej jimidar la gor kanoon. Taiyyo okar nai challai 
dira mein. Ganga mai ke dhar koi kena palti sakai chhai ? Sonbarsa kes mein okar bari ginja 
mathi b he lain... Okarai bad dunho chhotka Grant aru barka Grant boria sameti ke bhagilai 
dira sein. . . Je Grant karja lelainchhalai Sukhraj rai sein uhe saltabain mein okara Sankarpur 
mauja likhidelkain. Tabhai u manhuswa jekar bhorai naam lesain dinbhar paniyo dubhar 
ailain. Okar naulakha kothi Bhagalpur mein aath anna Sankarpur ke jimidari sein aru aath 
anna sud se banlain. Jaat ro baniya, u chalbaji mein siaro ro kan katai. Sabhai ke takka 
khilabaichhalai. Gorka kallattar ke macchali aam ro najar bhejai aru kangreso ro chanda 
dain. Grant kes mein ta dherai kangresi hai-hai kallain chalaicchalai, Sukhraj Rai mein u sab 
band...Ekko ghor e gaon mein nai bachalai kachahari mokadma sein. Dhanesar Mandat ta 
karjai mein mari gelai kes lari mein...E je  Abhai Singh se kes chalaichhai u Sukhraje Rai ro 
barka beta chhikai...Charsobisi mein e babuo sein tej chhikai. Je jimidari ke baad nalis 
chalalai sein abhiyyo nai chhutalchhai. Jimine bachabai mein sab ghor ro jimin bikki gelain. 
Ab hammarasini apnai jimin mein bataidar bhel chhiye.
...My father must have been a child [in 1905-6 ?] when the zamindari of Rajapur was 
partitioned among four brothers.. . [who had inherited it from their fatherJ. . .Their shares of four 
anna (25 percent) each in Shankarpur were sold to an English zamindar called Grant. At the 
time, there was no zamindar in the entire area greater than Grant. He had a big basa (the land 
revenue office of a zamindar) in Narayanpur, which employed fifty or sixty sipahis (clubmen) 
apart from other servants. He was the only zamindar in the entire Bhagalpur to have employed 
Gurkhas in his service. [HeJ, his face like a female monkey’s arse, increased lagaan four fold 
in [less than) five years. [He] also cheated in measurement. Who would have listened to us ? 
All the Lords and Collectors [British officers 1 used to sit at his dura, every daroga [the police 
sub-inspector} and policeman would listen only to him. White law for English zamindar ! 
Despite that he could not have his way in diara. How can anybody reverse the course of 
Mother Ganga? In the Sonbarsa Case, he lost his face. It was only after that that both
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|brothers|, the elder Grant and the younger one, collected their bags and fled away from 
diara...To pay for his debt to Sukhraj Rai. he wrote [transferred the title of] Shankarpur mauja 
(the section of a large estate) to him [the latter]. Only then did this inauspicious face [of 
Sukhraj Rai] appear, which if you had seen in the morning you would not even get water 
during the day. The money for his naulakha (costing Rs. 900,000) mansion in Bhagalpur came 
partly from the rent of Shankarpur and partly from the interest [he earned from 
money lending [. Bania by caste, he could beat even siar29 in cunning. He fed money to 
everybody. He used to send najar [gift] of fish and mangoes to the white Collector as well as to 
give donations to the Congress. Congressmen, who used to overtly condemn Grant [for the 
exploitation of his tenants], kept silent in his [Sukhraj Rai’s| case. . .Not even a single 
household of this village was spared from being dragged to the court. Dhanesar Mandal [a 
Gangota cultivator of Shankarpur] died in debt, due to his legal battle [with Sukhraj 
Rai]. . .This Abhay Singh, with whom we have this court-case, is his [Sukhraj Rai's| eldest son.
He is a greater fraud than his own father. Litigations that started after zamindari [abolition] 
have not ceased. It was in defence of their land [in court battles], that holdings of many a 
household were sold. We have become bataidars on [what used to be] our own land.
As a source o f local history, this narrative differs from colonial documents both in form as 
well as in content From the fact that it is preserved in the memory o f the people and 
transmitted orally, this narrative derives an immense flexibility which allows its seamless 
integration into the social context. As we would see in the forthcoming chapters, this 
method o f contextualising past has significant implications for the community. Past is 
evoked either as a rationalisation o f  the contemporary social act or as a weapon against the 
adversary In either case, the interpretation o f past is greatly influenced by the context in 
which it is narrated.
This narrative is also significant for the presentation o f  local past in its specificity, 
which has generally been absent from the official reports.30 To a great extent, this specificity 
derives from the genealogies o f zamindars and that o f  raiyats. In the understanding o f  
Gangotas agrarian relations exist only in their embodied forms. For example, instead o f 
being seen as a person invested with a delegated authority, a zamindar is considered to be an
29 Canis aureus, an animal belonging to the family of jackal.
30 The two district gazetteers of Bhagalpur, J. Byrne, Bengal District Gazetteers : Bhagalpur, 
Calcutta: Government. Publication, 1911 and P. C. Roy Chaudhury, Bihar District Gazetteers: 
Bhagalpur, Patna: Government, of Bihar Publication, 1962, have resorted to reproduction from W. W. 
Hunter’s A Statistical Account o f Bengal: Bhagalpur and Santal Parganas, vol.xiv, London: Trubner, 
1875-77. Especially, the descriptions of the features of the district, the culture of its inhabitants and 
their myths, have been retained unchanged from the latter. It is impossible to believe that the social 
practices of the residents of this district remained unchanged over a period of nearly a century.
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authority himself. As the roles of landlord and cultivators have, by and large, been 
transferred to their respective descendants, past itself has been interpreted in terms of 
genealogy. Rather than contextualised in time by way of any calendar, changes in persons in 
the respective roles of zamindar and raiyat function as temporal referents.
However, central to the narrative rests an unresolved historical problematic which 
relates to the ownership of diara land, since the right to extract rent either as hissa under 
bataidari or as lagaan under zamindari is based on the assumption that the actual cultivator 
is not the owner of the land. Gangotas claim that they are the original inhabitants of diara, 
while all other communities, especially savarnas (high-caste people), are immigrants. In spite 
of its mythological basis, the colonial documents have acknowledged the community, along 
with mallahs (a community of boatmen) as the original inhabitants of diara Hunter has 
listed Gangotas among the semi-hinduised aboriginals. While analysing the occupational 
categories of the Census data of 1875, he mentioned, “Gangauntas [Gangotas] are a 
numerous caste in Bhagalpur, and are very seldom found out of this district and Purniah. 
They are fishermen, and also cultivate the islands and banks newly formed in the bed of the 
Ganges, along which river they extend from Monghyre to Sahibganj.”31 However, the status 
of being the original inhabitant does not imply ownership rights over the land, since it is not 
clear whether private ownership in land existed in India before her colonisation.32
In 1765, the British East India Company acquired the land revenue administration of 
Bengal. At the time, cultivators paid a part of their produce to their zamindars, who in turn 
paid revenue to the political authority. As the Company introduced strict measures, 
including timely payment of jumma (the amount a zamindar was supposed to pay to the 
political authority), many zamindars lost their rights to collect revenue An impersonal
31 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account o f Bengal: Bhagalpur and Santal Parganas, vol.xiv, London: 
Trubner, 1875-77, p.76.
32 This question was raised even during the British rule, as reflected in the comment of Hunter, 
“What were original rights of holders of zamindaris, - whether, in fact, they were landholders and not 
merely officials, has always been a matter of dispute. It is generally asserted that it was only by the 
Permanent Settlement that they obtained the right of absolute property which they now hold ”, ibid,
p. 135.
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system of auction was introduced, in which the highest bidder received the right to collect 
revenue for a certain period. As a result of this, the stipulated amount of land-revenue 
increased to unrealisable limits, and, despite the enhanced extractions from cultivators, the 
Company failed to receive the targeted revenue.33 In 1793, the Permanent Settlement was 
introduced, under which the zamindari estates were settled in perpetuity and their holders 
received absolute property rights. The actual cultivator became tenant-at-will who had “a 
right to occupancy only so long as he paid certain rent, without any right of property or 
transferable possession.”34 It was generally expected, with few exceptions35, that with fixed 
revenue demand, the new Settlement would result in the improvement of agriculture. 
However, very few had expected that the controversy surrounding the nature and impact of 
the Settlement would outlive the zamindari system itself.
The mid-19th century writings of Marx inspired many Indian scholars to attempt a 
critique o f the colonial agrarian system.36 Prominent in this category have been Rajni Palme 
Dutt and A.R.Desai who identified the destruction of communal ownership of land as the 
major effect of the Settlement, since, according to them, it was with this colonial measure 
that the private ownership of land was introduced in the sub-continent.37 However, this view
33 It was only in 1770 that the collected revenue exceeded the target. This was also the year of a great 
famine, which wiped out more than one-third of the inhabitants of Bengal and nearly half of its 
cultivators. Hunter blames the early colonisers for the mismanagement and apathy, which transformed 
a scarcity into a famine. To quote, “Districts in which men were dying at the rate of twenty thousand a 
month received allotments of a hundred and fifty rupees.” W. W. Hunter, Annals o f Rural Bengal, 
London, 1897, p.32.
34 The Recovery of Arrears of Rent and Revenue Regulation, 1799, Bengal Regulations o f 1799, 
Regulation 7, Section 15, Clause 7.
35 John Shore, a member of the Governor General’s council, did not support the Settlement, as 
regarding the question of property rights of zamindars, his opinion was that “the evidence for it was far 
too various, far too insufficient, and above all far too difficult to interpret in clearly differentiated terms 
of principle and practice to serve as a foundation of policy.” Quoted in Ranajit Guha, A Rule o f  
Property for Bengal, New Delhi, 1982, p. 192.
36 The articles published during 1852-53 were collectively known as the Asiatic Mode of Production.
37 See, R. P. Dutt, India Today, Calcutta: Manisha, 1979; A.R.Desai, Social background o f Indian 
Nationalism, Bombay: Popular, 1976.
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completely ignores the evidences of land transfer in pre-British India.38 Also, they do not 
seem to have taken into account Marx's own denial of the absence of private land in pre- 
British India: “The land, however, in India did not belong to the Government, the greater 
proportion of it being as much private property as the land in England, many of the natives 
holding their estates by titles six or seven hundred years old It was only in certain districts 
where large tracts of waste land, in which no individual had an interest, that the Government 
had any power to make land grants.” 39
An enormous amount of literature has been generated due to this debate without any 
outcome. On the one hand, scholars like Pouchepadass have attempted to prove the 
antiquity of land-ownership in India on the basis of Sanskrit scriptures40, while on the other, 
Daniel Thorner argues that zamindars were never given absolute property rights.41 Few 
others have perceived colonialism as a specific mode of production, which was neither 
feudal nor capitalist.42 Linked to this has been a long debate on the mode of production in 
Indian agriculture.43
Although the colonial responsibility for the creation of private property in land is 
debatable, there is hardly any dispute regarding the effects of the Settlement.44 Instead of
38 Irfan Habib writes, “We come across references to the King’s subjects in the role of proprietors 
(maliks), selling plots of land to the King or even disputing their possession with him ”, See, The 
Agrarian System in Mughal India, Bombay: Asia, 1963, pp. 111-2.
39 See, Shlomo Avineri, Karl Marx on Colonialism and Modernization, p.262.
40 J. Pouchepadass, “Land, Power and Market: The Rise of the Land Market in Gangetic India” in 
Peter Robb (ed.) Rural India, pp.76-7
41 Daniel Thorner, Agrarian Prospect in India, Delhi: Delhi University Press, 1956, p.7
42 See, Jairus Banaji, “For a Theory of Colonial Mode of Production in India”, Economic and 
Political Weekly, 23 Dec. 1972. Also, Hamza Alavi, “India and Colonial Mode of Production” and 
“Structure of colonial Formation”, in the August 1975 and Annual Number 1981 issues of Economic 
and Political Weekly respectively.
43 Most of the articles related to this debate were published in Economic and Political Weekly during 
1970s and 1980s and the main participants included Ashok Rudra, Utsa Patnaik, Andre Gunder Frank, 
Paresh Chattopadhyay etc.
44 B. B. Chaudhary argued that the Permanent Settlement did not achieve its objective of the 
development of agriculture in Bengal. The revenue demand by the government was so high that most of 
the zamindars failed to pay the revenue in time and under “Sunset laws” their estates were confiscated.
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causing the intended development of agriculture, the zamindari system was only successful 
in establishing a “parasitic landlordism ”45 At the time of the Settlement, the stipulated share 
of zamindars stood at one-eleventh of the rent and the rest went as revenue to the 
government. However, after the lapse of a century the rent collection by zamindars had gone 
up to such an extent that thq jumma was only one-tenth of the rent. In 1911, the total rent 
collected by the zamindars of Bhagalpur was Rs. 5.7 million, while the government received 
only about Rs. 600,000 46 Moreover, there was no uniformity so far as the rate of rent and 
the method of its collection was concerned. Rates varied by locality, and sometimes the 
same raiyat had to pay different rates for his different holdings. Similarly, numerous 
methods o f collection were employed. Broadly, these fall under the two categories of nakadi 
(from the term nakad, meaning cash) and bhaoli. Under the first system, the rent was 
determined and paid in cash, whereas the latter involved payment in kind, i.e., a part of the 
crop output went to the zamindar as rent. Within bhaoli numerous methods were prevalent, 
as Hunter notes, “One kind, known as manhanda system, is that in which, instead of the 
zamindar or his representative obtaining a specific proportion of the crops actually 
produced, he takes such specified quantity of grain per bigha, as may be agreed upon, 
irrespective of the actual yield. Thus, a rayat may agree to pay four or five maunds a bigha, 
whatever the actual yield may be. . . According to the other form of the bhaoli system, the 
landlord or his representative gets a defined proportion of the produce.”47 The share of 
zamindar varied between fifty to sixty percent of the gross output, i.e., without contributing
From the very inception of the Settlement till 1805-6, except for the years 1795-6 and 1796-7, the sale 
price of the estates as the multiple of revenue demand remained less than one. See, “Land Market in 
Eastern India (1793-1940)”, Indian Economic Social and Historical Review, vol.XIII,(1,2), 1975. and 
“The Process of Depeasantisation in Bengal and Bihar”, Indian Historical Review, vol. 11(1), 1975. On 
the other hand Amit Bhaduri observed that the land-market in zamindari rights did not develop due to 
the lack of attractiveness of land as income bearing asset, but the original scheme was taken over by the 
unintended effect of a rapidly emerging market in sub-tenurial rights in land. See, “The Evolution of 
Land relations in Eastern India under British Rule”, Indian Economic, Social and Historical Review, 
vol.III(l), 1976
45 Barrington Moore Jr., Social Origins o f Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the 
Making o f  Modern World, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984, pp.346-7.
46 See, J. Byrne, Bengal District Gazetteers : Bhagalpur, Calcutta: Government. Publication, 1911, 
p 138
47 Hunter, Statistical Accounts, op. cit., p. 156
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anything towards the cost o f cultivation.48 The manner in which output was shared also 
varied
There is either a division of the actual produce of the field, weighed after the com is gathered 
and threshed out on the threshing-floor; or the out-tum may be ascertained by an appraisement 
of the crops, while they are yet standing in the fields. This appraisement is made by the 
zamindar 's agents and the rayat, with the assistance of the mediators, who are called munsifs 
or salis, that is, judges or arbitrators. The former system is known as batai or agorbatai, the 
latter as danabandi. In the danabandi system, the tenant either pays the landlord's share in 
grain, or its money equivalent according to the bazar price, the subordinate tenure-holders 
also, as between themselves and their sub-tenants, or kur tali dars, may either stipulate for a 
money rent, or for bhaoli payment, in the shape of manhanda or bhaoli proper. In the latter 
case, they may divide the crops or appraise them in the manner above stated; and the 
proportion of the produce is regulated by the same rules as obtain in the case of the rayat and 
the landlord, but generally the subordinate holder prefers actual division between himself and 
his sub-rayat. It may be worth noticing that, in the bhaoli division, besides the landlord and 
the rayat, other persons also obtain a certain petty proportion of the produce, for instance the 
pasban or village chaukidar, and a few other village servants 49
The burden o f rent alone was sufficient to make raiyats struggle, yet it constituted 
only a part o f the total extractions. The local zamindars also collected abwabs (cesses), 
which did not have any legal sanction. Originally abwabs were used by the Mughal 
administration to tax classes other than cultivators, but under the colonial rule these were 
extended to cover raiyats as well. According to the local residents, the local zamindar was 
collecting some fifty different types o f abwabs, which covered nearly every aspect of a 
raiyat's life, including festivals, births, deaths and marriages.50 At the beginning o f the 
sowing as well as before the harvesting season an amount was paid to the zamindar to seek 
his approval. Bhaisunda was paid to the zamindar for each head o f cattle owned by a 
cultivator. Even for an audience o f the former, a raiyat had to pay salami o f  one rupee, 
while an application or petition had to be accompanied with a peshkash o f two rupees 
Najar, a gift to win the favourable gaze, was more o f a compulsory levy than a voluntary 
gift to the zamindar.51 Although abwabs contributed significantly to the fabulous wealth o f
48 ibid., p. 156
49 ibid , pp. 156-7.
50 Hunter lists 39 different abwabs prevalent in the district of Bhagalpur. See, ibid., pp. 159-60.
51 Najar and peshkash were also received by government officials. As mentioned in the narrative, 
Sukhraj Rai used to send najar to the district collector. Peshkash is said to be still prevalent in the 
district courts.
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zamindars, these were not merely economic extractions As each abwab was assigned to a 
certain activity, it represented the authority of zamindar in that particular area In this 
respect, it is impossible to conceive of a domain of a raiyafs existence that was left outside 
the authority of the zamindar It even pervaded the domain of body of the raiyat in the form 
of begari (free labour). Construction works, cattle rearing, ceremonies, household chores 
and many other tasks at the zamindar's house were performed with the help of free labour 
supplied by his raiyats. Colonial writings in general carry a disapproval for these practices, 
yet no preventive measure seems to have been taken by the colonial administration since the 
exaction of abwabs and begari continued until the very end of the zamindari system
Although a few amendments were introduced by the colonial regime, the subjection of 
raiyats to their respective zamindars remained unchanged.52 According to the local 
residents, the arrival of Grant was the most crucial moment in the evolution of the local 
agrarian relations. Grant originally belonged to the class of those Europeans who had 
decided to make profit from the cultivation of indigo, a crop for which diara lands were 
particularly suitable.53 Many of these planters had acquired land by leasing it from local 
zamindars. Such leases were locally known as ijara, under which a tenure-holder was free to 
use the leased property, without damaging it, as long as he paid a certain amount every 
year.54 Such contracts allowed indigo planters to collect rent and cesses, apart from making 
profit from the cultivation of indigo. Moreover, to minimise the costs of indigo-cultivation
52 Initially under the Settlement, the raiyat had “a right to occupancy only so long as he paid a 
certain rent...without any right to property or transferable possession” [The Recovery of Arrears of Rent 
and Revenue Regulation, 1799 in Bengal Regulations o f 1799, Regulation 7, Section 15, Clause 7]. In 
1859, the occupancy rights of a raiyat were recognised. The occupancy raiyat was a person who had 
held in possession a piece of land for twelve years or more and could not be ejected except for arrears of 
rent and otherwise than in execution of a decree of a court. But this Act did not give the right to 
transferable possession, which came into existence only after the enactment of Bengal Tenancy Act of 
1885. In 1938, amendments were made in the tenancy laws in Bihar and the raiyat was given the right 
to sell his holding, but a no objection certificate from the landlord was necessary. Thus, the raiyat 
always remained in the power domain of the zamindar. See, D. C. Wadhwa, Agrarian Legislation in 
India (1793-1966), Poona: Gokhale Institute of Politics and Economics, 1973.
53 Hunter, Statistical Account..., op. c it , p. 150. He writes that at the end of the 19th century, about 
10,000 acres were dedicated to the cultivation of indigo, with an annual output of 3500 maunds (1 
maund = 37.5 kg ). Hunter, Statistical Account..., p. 180.
54 Ijara was different from other types of tenures in that the property of a tenure-holder could never 
be sold for the realisation of arrears. See, ibid, pp. 140-1.
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the raiyats on these estates were compelled to grow indigo on a certain portion (15%) of 
their holdings.55 This generated such an income that many planters were successful in buying 
their own zamindari estates. Although the community of planters was very small, it exerted a 
great influence on the local administration, as expressed by our informant, “All the Lords 
and Collectors used to sit at his dura, every daroga and policeman would listen only to him 
White law for English zamindar!” By the end of the 19th century, due to the invention of 
industrial dye, the price of indigo started declining and there was very little profit to be made 
from its cultivation When the revenue from indigo decreased to a point where it was 
exceeded by the rent collected from raiyats, many planters sold their estates Grant was, 
however, one of the few planters who decided to live off the rent extracted from the raiyats. 
In order to increase the volume of rent-income, not only did he expand his estate by the 
purchase of other zamindaris (e.g.,Shankarpur) but he also enhanced the rate charged from 
the raiyats. In diara, rent had always been a source of dispute between zamindars and 
raiyats, but during the first quarter of this century nearly all the important estates of the 
region were experiencing resistance from their raiyats.56 In case of Grant, however, the 
protest of raiyats was particularly strong and eventually he failed to maintain control over his 
raiyats. In a dispute over a newly emerged tract of land near Sonbarsa village, the Gurkha 
servants of Grant were attacked by the raiyats. The attempt o f Grant to evict the tenants 
from this land on their refusal to pay the increased rent only resulted in the deaths and 
injuries o f Gurkhas. Although police initially made arrests, the accused raiyats were 
acquitted by the court.57 In the sentence, Despite that he could not have his way in diara,
55 The system was known as tinkathia, i.e., three kattha in every bigha (1 bigha -  20 kattha -  0.66 
acres).
56 Although zamindars facing the resistance of raiyats included both natives (e g., Darbhanga Raj, 
Banaili, Berari, Sahu) and Europeans, the documentary evidence suggests that it was particularly 
strong on indigo plantations. It was likely that the incidents that took place on the estates of native 
zamindars were not reported as vigorously as the ones that occurred on the indigo plantations. Even the 
nationalist media seems to have focused upon the anti-planter resistance more than the protest 
experienced by the native zamindars, many of which, in fact, were important patrons of the Congress.
It also attempted to portray the resistance on plantations as an effect of the nationalist movement. An 
indepth analysis of the anti-planter protest by Henningham, however, concludes the autonomy of these 
localised incidents. See, Stephen Henningham, Peasant Movements in Colonial India: North Bihar 
1917-1942, Canberra: Australian National University, 1982, pp. 36-69
57 A detailed analysis of this incident has been undertaken in Chapter V.
we have only a modest expression of a spectacular victory. The acquittal of the accused 
raiyats was interpreted by the local residents as loss of face for Grant. After this incident, the 
authority of Grant over his raiyats had hardly any effect, which made collection of rent more 
difficult on his estate. Eventually he sold his zamindari and moved out of the region
According to the local residents, Grant transferred the zamindari of Shankarpur to 
Sukhraj Rai in lieu of the debt he had owed to the latter. It was the appearance of Sukhraj 
Rai in the early 1930s that changed the local agrarian relations in a major way. During his 
initial career as a moneylender, not only had Rai amassed a considerable wealth that enabled 
him to acquire zamindaris, but he had also gained experience in civil law, largely due to the 
suits that he filed against his debtors. His ability to make use of the provisions of Civil 
Procedure Code came to be utilised fully during his term as the zamindar of Shankarpur, as 
evident in the increased number of rent-suits against the local raiyats. Although a few of the 
defaulters had rent-arrears since the days of Grant, the majority included raiyats that had 
fallen prey to the legal expertise of their zamindar. This resulted in a major change in the 
understanding of Gangota cultivators of their zamindar Prior to the arrival of Rai, the 
authority of a zamindar was perceived to be emanating from his access to a superior force, 
as the collection of rents and abwabs always involved the use of lathaits (clubmen) and 
amlas (strongmen). Nearly every zamindar in the region is said to have employed men for 
this purpose, since it was widely believed that the size of a zamindar’s personal army directly 
affected the volume of rent-collection on his estate. However, in Rai the ability to mobilise 
force was combined with a manipulative skill in legal matters. Under the Bengal (later Bihar) 
Tenancy Act, 1885, it was allowed that in case o f a failure to pay rent in time, the property 
of a raiyat would be attached and auctioned for the realisation of arrears. Despite this 
provision, zamindars generally preferred to collect rent through coercion than to resort to 
any legal measure, since the latter was not only a time consuming process but also a costly 
one Legal measures were rarely used, except in circumstances that ruled out the application
of force.58 Why Rai opted for this costlier and time-consuming process cannot be explained 
without taking into account the multiplicity of legal rights that existed over diara land in the 
late 1930s and 1940s.
Unlike other zamindars, Rai was not as much interested in rent as in the holdings of 
the raiyats. In terms of ownership, there were three major types of land holdings at the time, 
khudkasht (also called zirrat), raiyati and bakasht Khudkasht or zirrat were holdings in the 
private possession of the zamindar, and were cultivated with the help of hired labour 
Raiyati was the land held by raiyats, who paid rent for its use. Such holdings could be sold 
or transferred to another person, of course with the consent of the zamindar who charged a 
hefty fee59 for the certificate of approval. Without this certificate, the transfer o f the title was 
considered invalid. Raiyati land could also be sold under a court-decree for the realisation of 
rent-arrears. The third category of holdings was known as bakasht, which, although in 
possession of the zamindar, was cultivated by raiyats. When the holder of a raiyati land 
failed to pay rent on time, his holding was put on sale. The valuation of this land was made 
with the help of records that were maintained by the zamindar. Thus, if a zamindar wanted 
to buy the auctioned land, he would have been a buyer and the appraiser of the property at 
the same time. Sukhraj Rai had exploited this legal loophole to acquire holdings of his 
raiyats at nominal prices. Once acquired, the holding was again settled with some raiyat on a 
high produce rent. Bakasht holdings were greatly profitable to the zamindar, since not only 
did he receive a higher rent compared to the raiyati land, but also retained the ownership of 
the holding. In 1940, a petition was filed by Dorki Mandal of Shankarpur against Sukhraj 
Rai in the court pleading that “...28 bigha 12 katha 8 dhur land was sold on 5 January 1940 
for the realisation of rent Rs.362-12. The valuation made of the land was Rs.150 per bigha
58 Use of force against his own castemen and against the members of high castes could result in 
social circumcision for the zamindar. Also included in this influential category were raiyats who had 
associations with the colonial bureaucracy or were simply too wealthy to be coerced.
59 This fee, known as salami, was determined solely by the zamindar, who charged as high as 25 
percent of the value of the land. As this fee was paid by the buyer of the holding, many raiyats lost 
their titles due to their inability to meet the demands of heavy salami. See, P. C. Roy Chaudhury, op. 
cit., p.679.
whereas the market price was Rs.1400 per btgha”60 The family of Dorki Mandal was 
famous in diara for its direct confrontations with the zamindar. Dorki’s father, Manesar, is 
said to have fought against Gurkha servants of Grant in the Sonbarsa incident Although this 
family was successful in mobilising a collective force to resist the coercion of the zamindar, 
it achieved little success in the court-battles despite several judgements in its favour. Judicial 
measures only helped to speed up the land alienation, since in order to meet the legal costs 
the raiyats had to sell their other assets, i.e., their other holdings.61 As observed in the 
account of our informant, “It was in defence of their land [in court battles], that holdings of 
many a household were sold.” During the regime of Rai, a large number of raiyati holdings 
of Shankarpur were converted into bakasht. The problem was particularly severe during the 
Depression, when the raiyats failed to meet the demands of rent due to the low prices of 
their produce. As a consequence, the tension between the local cultivators and their 
zamindar was at its peak during this period. The resistance of the raiyats of Shankarpur to 
Rai's attempt to appropriate their holdings was strong enough to be mentioned in the official 
narrative, but only as a dispute. “In the zamindari of Rai Bahadur Sukhraj Rai in the Sadar 
subdivision disputes arose with his tenants over the possession of lands ”62 The 
dispossession of raiyats from their holdings continued even after the death of Rai, since 
Abhay Kumar Singh only perfected the legal skills that he had learnt from his father Some 4 
bighas of land owned by Dhanesar Mandal was attached and put to sale for the execution of 
a rent-decree amounting to Rs.90 only.63 This would only reinforce the genealogical 
understanding of Gangotas o f their past, since Dhanesar was the younger brother of Dorki 
Mandal (mentioned in the previous example), and like his father Manesar, he refused to
60 Misc. Case No. 67, 1940, Dorki Mandal vs. Raibahadur Sukhraj Rai, The Court of Second 
Munsif, Bhagalpur.
61 The problem became so acute that even colonial officials had to modify their opinions about 
zamindars. During the proceedings of Royal Commission on Agriculture a colonial official (A. D 
Tucker, Director of Land Records and Surveys) remarked that the objective of the landlords was to 
obtain direct possession of land so that they may lease it at produce rent and evict tenants to prevent 
the accrual of tenancy rights. Royal Commission on Agriculture in India, vol.XIII (Bihar and Onssa), 
p.278
62 P. C. Roy Chaudhury, op. cit., p.675.
63 Rent Execution Case No. 10, 1957, Abhay Kumar Singh vs. Dhanesar Mandal, The Court of 
Second Munsif, Bhagalpur.
submit to the authority of the zamindar However, unlike his father, he had to face his 
adversary in the legal arena as well
Apart from being favoured by the legal code, the Rai family also benefited from its 
affiliations with both the colonial administration and the Congress. Sukhraj Rai is said to 
have sent najars to the district collector, and given donations to the Congress. The attempt 
of Rai to please the former is not difficult to interpret, since this colonial official was directly 
responsible for the district land-revenue administration. But the reason for Rai's donations to 
the Congress lay in the very nature of this nationalist organisation, which essentially 
represented the political aspirations of the indigenous elites, including zamindars. Although 
the Congress leadership opposed alien rule in general, it showed very little enthusiasm in 
denouncing the zamindari system, which was an integral part of the colonial apparatus. It 
also attempted to discourage raiyats from protesting against their zamindars. When a 
Congress Committee was constituted to inquire into the allegations of excesses by the 
zamindars, its stand was unambiguous: “We do not want to make any recommendations for 
the abolition of Permanent Settlement though we have discussed at length the evil 
consequences that have flown from it...we would like to leave the system untouched .” 64 Its 
commitment to the cause of zamindars was so strong that the Congress Ministry did not 
hesitate in using troops to crush the anti-zamindar resistance at a time when the nationalist 
movement strived for mass support.65 The Congress support for zamindars continued in the 
post-independence period. Although to meet the popular demand the Congress rule had to 
abolish zamindari, it caused little harm to the zamindars, who apart from retaining control of 
bakasht lands also received compensation from the government.
The close affiliations between Congress and zamindars also reflected at the local 
levels. The Rai family, which had become supporter of the Congress at the time of Sukhraj
64 Recommendations o f the Bihar Provincial Kisan Inquiry Committee, Congress Report, released by 
the Bihar Government, in 1937, p. 199
65 In 1938, the newly elected Congress Ministry in Bihar ordered for the deployment of Gurkha 
troops to crush the anti-zamindari movement in Gaya. See, Walter Hauser, The Bihar Provincial Kisan 
Sabha, The Bihar Provincial Kisan Sabha, 1929-42, A Study o f an Indian Peasant Movement, PhD. 
thesis, Chicago: University of Chicago, 1961, p. 131.
Rai, used its connections with the Congress to manipulate the decisions of the local 
administration in its favour, which enabled the family to retain control of the disputed 
bakasht lands. The Zamindari Abolition Act was passed in 1950,66 but it was not until 1956 
that it was enforced in Shankarpur. Under the provisions of the Act, the Rai family should 
have been left only with its homestead and khudkasht land, since bakasht holdings were 
supposed to have been transferred to the raiyats in possession.67 The six years that passed 
between the legislation and its enforcement allowed sufficient time to Abhay Singh to evict 
raiyats from bakasht holdings. Many Gangotas were evicted from their holdings by force, 
and those who could resist successfully were confronted by civil suits. As the land records 
were in possession of the zamindar, most of the raiyats of Shankarpur failed to produce any 
documentary evidence in support of their claims, and eventually lost their holdings.
However, the abolition of zamindari did not lead to a decrease in the litigations 
involving the Rai family and the raiyats of Shankarpur. Apart from the snail pace of Indian 
judiciary, the changes in the landscape of diara due to the changing course of Ganga 
contributed significantly towards the perpetuation of land disputes between Abhay Kumar 
Singh and his former raiyats. There would hardly be any newly emerged land in diara that 
had not been claimed by the ex-zamindar of Shankarpur. The anxiety of Ramkishore, (the 
eldest son of Dhanesar Mandal) that some day his current land holdings would also be 
claimed by the descendants o f Abhay Singh, cannot be discarded as superfluous, since Abhay 
Singh has been known to have made claim to a piece of land that was raiyati before it went 
under water. In 1966, a title suit was filed in the court of the Sub-Judge, Bhagalpur. The 
claimants were Bijay Chand Mogha and Ratan Chand Mogha on one side, and many 
Gangota cultivators of Shankarpur, including Dhanesar Mandal, on the other 68 The disputed 
holding was a newly emerged land of Shankarpur diara measuring 512 bighas or about 342 
acres. A significant fact to be taken into account is that Mogha brothers were not cultivation 
by profession. They were not even residents of Bhagalpur. A long time ago they had settled
66 The Bihar Land Reforms Act, 1950, (Bihar Act XXX of 1950), Section 3, Subsection I
67 The Government of Bihar, Revenue Department, Notification No. 105/L.R./ZAN, dt. 5 Sept. 1956
68 Title Suit No 21/1966, The Court of Sub Judge, Bhagalpur, 1966
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in Canada and were successful businessmen Their only link with Bhagalpur was that they 
happened to be the brothers-in-law of Abhay Kumar Singh, the ex-zamindar of Shankarpur, 
as represented in the following diagram:
pi KasturChandMogha Pi Sukhraj Rai
A  Bijay A  Ratan QSushila = AO  Abhay Kr. Singh A JaiKr. Singh
ARanjit ÄPushpjit Alnderjit A  Ajit ANirbhay AA jay
Note: This diagram is based on the information collected from the residents o f Shankarpur village and few court documents.
As both these sources had little information regarding the female members of these families, the above diagram should be 
considered partial in its representations o f the genealogies in question.
According to the residents of Shankarpur, the disputed land was in the river-bed at the time 
of the abolition o f zamindari. Before that, it consisted of many small raiyati holdings, which 
were cultivated by different raiyats of the village, including Dhanesar Mandal. It was only 
after the emergence of this land from the river in the early 1960s that the claims to its 
ownership were made. It seems that at the time of zamindari abolition Abhay Singh had 
replaced the names of the original raiyats with that of his brothers-in-law. Much to his 
convenience there had never been any land survey in the diara area of Bhagalpur, and still 
there are no valid official land records.69 Dhanesar Mandal died in debt, but the dispute has 
not been resolved even after more than a quarter of a century of litigation.
The abolition of zamindari failed to deliver its promise to the Gangotas o f Shankarpur 
Although the raiyats were relieved from the misery o f servitude, they were also relieved of 
their holdings, since the zamindar was able to retain control of bakasht land. As raiyati 
holdings constituted only a tiny fraction of the total cultivable land in the village, the local
69 It has been emphasised by the revenue official investigating the dispute that “The land in diara 
area was not surveyed earlier. In absence of khatians [official land records], no khata [plot] and khasra 
[cluster] numbers were available.” Letter from the Block Development Officer to the Sub Divisional 
Officer, Bhagalpur, dt 24 May 1974.
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cultivators had to resort to sharecropping for their survival, despite its negative social image 
Many legislations relating to agrarian reforms were introduced by the Congress regime in the 
years following zamindari abolition These proved to be of little effect Abhay Singh was 
successful in evading all such laws. For example, under the Land Ceiling Act, “a family” was 
forbidden from holding more than 37 5 acres of diara land 70 However, this did not result in 
loss o f any holding to the ex-zamindar of the village, who declared most of his land against 
the names of his relatives. A similar fate was shared by the legislation against sharecropping, 
which declared that a sharecropper would automatically receive the title of a holding, if it 
was under his cultivable possession for more than seven years consecutively. As 
sharecropping in diara never involved any paperwork, there was no documentary evidence 
which would substantiate the claim of a sharecropper.
There have been many changes in the agrarian practices of diara since the abolition of 
zamindari The dispute between a sharecropper and his malik (landowner) has come to 
replace the tension that existed between a raiyat and his zamindar. Sharing of produce has 
been a major issue in this tension, largely owing to the allegations of cheating by the 
sharecroppers. The proportional sharing of output has been replaced by a fixed quantity 
going to the landowner irrespective of the output. In fact, many landowners prefer to have 
cash paid in advance, a practice that originated in the Binda diara of the neighbouring 
Munger district. Due to the system of advance payment, there has been a great increase in 
absentee landlordism in diara. In effect, the system works exactly like the one under 
zamindari, as the landowners are free to determine their share. Also, to rule out any 
possibility of claims made to their holding, they change sharecroppers after two to three 
years, just as the zamindar used to rotate raiyats on a holding to prevent them from 
becoming occupancy raiyats.71
70 The Bihar Land Reforms Act, 1961, “the ceiling limit for each family in case of diara area would 
be 37.5 acres.” [Section 4(e)] “a family consists of ‘a person, his or her spouse and three minor 
children’’’[Section 2(ee)J.
71 The occupancy raiyat was a person who had held in possession a piece of land for twelve years or 
more and could not be ejected except for arrears of rent and otherwise than in execution of a decree of a 
court.
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Moreover, the existence of sharecropping has also produced adverse effects for the 
method of cultivation and the types of crops cultivated As landowners do not contribute 
towards the cost of cultivation, all the inputs have to be managed by the sharecroppers. The 
methods of cultivation remains traditional, as the investment required for modern 
implements cannot be met by the limited resources of the sharecroppers. There are no 
tractors or power tillers, and even threshers, which are generally available in other areas of 
the district, are absent in diara. Machinery is nominally represented in small capacity (5 
horse power or less) diesel pumps, but only twelve cultivating families have them Even 
regarding traditional implements, the available resources of the village community barely 
meet its requirements. Out of a total of 173 households only 44 have ploughs and oxen. 
Although there is an agricultural research institute in the nearby Pusa township, there is very 
little use of fertilisers and high yielding variety seeds in diara cultivation. On the other hand, 
the expansion of market has increased the emphasis on agricultural production. In the 
absence o f capital equipment, the attempt to increase output has led to the intensive 
utilisation of labour. However, despite the long working hours of a Gangota family 
(including children), a successful crop is not guaranteed. As we have noted earlier, nearly 95 
percent of the cultivable land in Shankarpur depends on timely rains for irrigation, and 
almost all the crops are vulnerable to the untimely floods.
In addition to producing a disincentive for investment in agriculture, sharecropping has 
also affected the types of crops grown in diara and the respective area under their 
cultivation. Traditionally the major crops grown in the region included wheat, oats, peas, 
barley, kalai (Phaseolus radiatus) and mustard. Many of these crops have lost their 
significance and a few of them have completely disappeared from the diara agriculture 
Wheat used to be the most important crop cultivated in Shankarpur, but now it is grown by 
only 65 cultivators. Oats and barley are not cultivated at all. The cultivation of mustard has 
become insignificant, and peas are grown by only two cultivators in the entire village. On the 
other hand, kalai and maize have increased in significance, as can be seen in the following 
table:
Distribution of Major Crops in Shankarpur, 1989
Crop Households
(num ber)
Quantity
(tonnes)
Av. Production 
(qn tl./househo ld )
K ala i 147 31.1 2.12
M aize 112 99.8 8.91
C heena 101 12.1 1.19
W heat 65 28.2 4.33
K heri 61 6.7 1.1
Peas 2 0 .7 3.5
Cheena (Panicum miliaceum) and kheri (Panicum miliare) are grown mainly for subsistence 
consumption, since these crops are not consumed by the members of high and middle castes. 
Yet the low cost of cultivation of these inferior cereals have made them staple food for 
Gangotas. Due to their low commercial significance, landowners do not allow their 
sharecroppers to grow either of these crops. Only those sharecroppers who do not have 
their own holdings, and have been paying fixed rents in cash, cultivate cheena or khen on 
holdings under sharecropping. The number of such sharecroppers is 24 for cheena and 13 
for kheri Despite the encouragement from the landowners, sharecroppers avoid growing 
wheat and maize on the rented land This may be attributed to the high costs of irrigation 
and seeds, which would leave only a loss of Rs.650 per acre in case of wheat or Rs.381 50 
in case of maize for the sharecropper, after deducting the share of the landlord Only in four 
cases has wheat been grown on a holding under sharecropping, all of which have been under 
fixed cash rent. As can be understood with the help of the following table, the high costs 
involved in the cultivation of wheat discourages even those cultivators who do not have to 
share their output. The cultivation of peas is neither preferred on land under sharecropping 
nor on self-owned land. As it has lower output value per acre, landowners do not want it to 
be cultivated on their land. On the other hand, cultivators do not want to cultivate it on their 
own land since it is neither a good commercial crop nor a staple food item. Kalai is the only 
crop favoured under sharecropping, mainly due to its good commercial value
Cost of production and gross value of major crops in Shankarpur, 1989
______________________(Rs./acre)___________________________
Crop Irrigation Seeds, etc. Gross Value
Kalai 600 90 1688
Maize 1200 144 1925
Cheena 0 54 450
Wheat 1500 250 2200
Kheri 0 6 450
Peas 200 165 900
Note. 1.Due to the use of family labour and uncertain working hours, it was not possible to calculate labour input for these crops. 
2.Gross value is based on the prices prevalent in Bhagalpur grain-market in Oct., 1989.
As shown in the above table, the gross value of crops is over and above the respective costs 
of cultivation. This has been possible only due to the absence of a column for labour costs, 
which, even if calculated at the low diara wage rate of Rs 20 a day, would make the entire 
agriculture under sharecropping economically non-viable.
Moreover, an additional pressure is generated by the increasing practice o f cash rent 
paid in advance, since sharecroppers in general have to borrow money on interest to meet 
the costs of agricultural inputs. In such a case, any crop failure is directly reflected in an 
increase in the debt burden of the cultivator. This also applies to the sharecropper who has 
to share the produce with his landowner after harvesting. If he fails to pay the landowner's 
share due to a crop failure that has not been general in that area, the sharecropper also loses 
the chance of cultivating any holding of that landowner in future. This often results in 
disputes involving the collective use of force, since any attempt of the landowner to replace 
his sharecropper is met with the resistance from his existing sharecropper, who is generally 
supported by the village community in such a situation. However, it does little to save him 
from the costs of legal battles that follow such disputes. As a result, the sharecropper has to 
borrow from his moneylender, sliding further into the bottomless pit of indebtedness.
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3.Sahukari: The Cycle of Saturn
In the local linguistic usage, there are two terms that denote borrowing. The first is 
karja, which is a cash loan borrowed on interest. The other type is paincha, which may be in 
cash or kind, and does not involve payment of interest. These two types are also 
differentiated in terms of social spatiality. While in case of karja, the creditor is considered 
external to the community, paincha is strictly a borrowing from some member of the 
community (normally a neighbour or a relative). It is also flexible in nature, since the time of 
repayment is either not discussed or if mentioned by the borrower, is not taken seriously. 
Many such debts are either forgotten or remain unpaid for a long time. It is often said in 
char a , paincha khiab, karja biab, i. e., [The money] lent on paincha erodes, [while] on 
karja multiplies. This may be applicable to a creditor, but when it comes to a borrower, 
karja carries a negative value. In the local understanding, money borrowed on karja does 
not make anybody rich, which is aptly expressed in the following diara proverb.
karjo ro chatal, narua ro tapal barobar
Licking [Eating] karja and using dry grass for fire [to make oneself warm during winters] are
equal, |since both last only a few moments].
On the other hand, the significance of paincha goes beyond the actual economic 
transaction involved in it, since it is also used as a pretext for social interaction. If a man 
wants to join somebody for a talk, the aspirant may first ask the other person for “some 
khaini (chewing tobacco) on paincha. ” 12 Such borrowings are easily forgotten. However, 
this practice also allows the residents of the village to share the limited resources on a 
communal basis. Almost all the agricultural implements circulate among villagers on 
paincha Similarly, different households frequently borrow things from one another73
72 During the fieldwork, the younger brother of the host would often come to the researcher and ask 
for a cigarette on paincha. Having borrowed the cigarette, instead of departing he would stay and the 
talks would go on for hours. It is interesting to note that he was not a habitual smoker.
73 Sugar and tea-leaves were the most frequently borrowed items by the host household during the 
stay of the researcher in the village. Sometimes milk was also borrowed, due to its short supply.
Although cattle-raising is widely practiced by Gangotas, the large portion of milk output is sold for 
cash.
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Pamcha is socially acceptable, if not encouraged The wide prevalence of this practice is 
evident in the fact that nearly every household in Shankarpur is a borrower and a lender at 
the same time As these borrowings are neither recorded nor revealed to outsiders, any 
attempt of quantification would be futile.
Moreover, the local cultivators only take into account karja, while calculating their 
debt liabilities, which may be attributed to the fact that while pamcha does not enable the 
creditor to exercise any control over the debtor, karja does. In this respect, karja owed to a 
moneylender is not much different from lagaan owed to a zamindar. The collectors of both 
have been considered outsiders, deriving their respective authority from external sources, 
and often seen as in opposition to the community. Like zamindars, as we would see, 
moneylenders came to acquire a greater control over the local raiyats due to the introduction 
o f the colonial code, which superseded the communal code of Gangotas, and hence, could 
be maintained only by means of a superior force. Why residents of Shankarpur place a 
sahukar or mahajan (moneylender) in the same category as zamindar is also derived from 
their past experience, since in Sukhraj Rai the two authorities were combined. A great 
portion o f his income was generated from moneylending 74 How evil the influence of 
moneylenders has been in the experience of the people, can be understood by the following 
diara proverb:
Mahajan ro bridhi ke chakkar,
Khetiharsini ro dasa sanicchar
[What is] the cycle of growth for the moneylender, is the cycle of Saturn [malefic planet[ for 
the cultivators.
According to the local beliefs, the dasha (cycle) of Saturn, which necessarily brings 
misfortune, lasts for nineteen years, i.e., more than that of any other planet. The use of this 
metaphor to symbolise the seemingly everlasting influence of a moneylender is befitting. 
Also notable is the use of words bridhi ke chakkar (the growth cycle), which seems to have
74 In the 1930s, his combined income from these two sources is said to have been more than a quarter 
of a million rupees per year. See, Jharkhandi Jha, Bhagalpur Darpan, (in Hindi), Bhagalpur: Yugantar 
Sahityik Samiti, 1933, p.310
been taken from chakravrtdhi, i.e., compound rate, the type of interest charged by the local 
moneylenders. In this sense, bridhi ke chakkar also connotes the business of moneylending 
However, the most important aspect of this proverb is its representation of the Gangota 
understanding in which the relationship between the moneylender and the cultivator is 
essentially dialectical. If one prospers, the other perishes. Sukhraj Rai did prosper at the cost 
of the local cultivators. As narrated by our informant (Bisu Mandal), “The money for his 
naulakha mansion in Bhagalpur came partly from the rent of Shankarpur and partly from the 
interest.” It was for this reason that his face symbolised inauspiciousness, “which if you had 
seen in the morning you would not even get water during the day” .
The moneylenders of Bhagalpur primarily belonged to the communities of bama and 
marwari. They were immigrant traders having no previous association with agriculture. To 
the residents of diara, they were outsiders in more than one sense. They did not have their 
origins in the region, nor did they belong to the castes inhabiting diara Their distinct 
cultural and linguistic practices distanced them further from the local community. Most of 
them had entered the rural areas of the district as shopkeepers and grain merchants, and 
gradually expanded their business of moneylending. Although there was no written code to 
regulate their operations, the moneylenders were restricted by numerous norms and customs 
of the local society. All these social constraints were outmoded by the civil law, which was 
introduced by the colonial regime with a view to protect and strengthen the rights to 
property. The moneylenders became free to charge interest at whatever rate they pleased, 
and it varied only according to the urgency of the loan. As observed by Hunter, “In petty 
agricultural advances to cultivators upon the personal security of the borrower, the rate 
varies from thirty-seven and a half to seventy-five per cent, per annum.”75 All through the 
colonial period moneylenders flourished, and inspite of the expansion of banking and 
cooperative societies during this century, they continued to account for more than 70 
percent of the agricultural credit in Bhagalpur as late as I960.76
75 Hunter, Statistical Accounts, op. cit., p. 192.
76 Roy Chaudhury, op. cit., p.255.
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On the other hand, indebtedness became an integral feature of agriculture Although it 
is very difficult to determine the extent of control that moneylenders exercised over 
cultivators, according to one estimate the volume of rural indebtedness under colonial rule 
increased six fold between 1911 and 193 8 77 The severity of the problem was acknowledged 
by the Royal Commission on Agriculture, which observed that “the cultivator in India 
labours not for profit nor for a net return, but for subsistence.. Where his land has passed 
into the possession of his creditor, no legislation will serve his need, no tenancy law will 
protect him, for food he needs land and for land he must plead before a creditor to whom he 
probably already owes more than the total value of the whole of his assets. That creditor is 
too often a landlord of a different class who has no natural or historical connection with his 
estate and is only interested in the immediate exploitation of the property in his control."78 In 
Bhagalpur, many banias, who were otherwise traders and shopkeepers, became big 
landlords (e g., Ramgulam Sahu, Vasant Sahu, Ghanshyam Sah, etc.) by the sheer virtue of 
moneylending.79
The post-colonial government adopted several legislative measures to curb the 
growing indebtedness in rural areas, all o f which proved ineffective largely due to the lack of 
official will. The nationalisation of commercial banks in the early 1970s, followed by their 
extension in rural areas, rather than helping the indebted cultivators only widened the income 
inequality in agrarian sector. Subsidised credit offered by official agencies in Bhagalpur was 
largely appropriated by the local elites, who diverted it to profiteering by hoarding grains 
and other scarce commodities. For most of the Gangota cultivators, institutional credit 
remained inaccessible, and there was virtually no change in their subjection to the 
moneylender. The failure of official agencies to be of any help to the diara community may 
largely be attributed to the fact that, despite their constant demand, loans have rarely been
77 According to M. B. Nanavati and J. J. Anjaria, the rural indebtedness went up from Rs.3000 
million in 1911 to about Rs. 18000 million in 1938. See, M B. Nanavati and J. J. Anjaria, The Indian 
Rural Problem, Bombay: Indian Society of Agricultural Economics, 1944, p.32.
78 Royal Commission on Agriculture in India, (Abridged Report), 1928, p.433
79 At present, the largest landowner of the district is said to be the family of Ramgulam Sahu, which 
owns more than 20,000 acres. Ramgulam Sahu, himself, was a petty moneylender at the end of the last 
century.
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sought for agricultural purposes. Most of the indebted households of Shankarpur have 
borrowed only to cover the costs of litigation, a purpose for which no official loan can be 
granted. In contrast, moneylenders do not ask any questions about the purpose of 
borrowing. There is very little paperwork involved and loans are provided without any 
delay As a result, while nobody in Shankarpur has ever had any loan from a bank or an 
official agency, more than three-fourth of the households have borrowed from 
moneylenders. The following table shows the household distribution of indebtedness in the 
village
Household Distribution of Debt in Shankarpur, 1989
Loans
(in Rs.)
Households
No loans 43
Up to 1000 47
1001 to 2000 33
2001 to 3000 16
3001 to 4000 6
4001 to 5000 9
5001 to 6000 2
6001 to 7000 2
7001 to 8000 2
8001 to 9000 3
9001 to 10,000 5
10,001 & more 5
Total 173
Note: Loans reflect the actual amount of borrowing, which incurred interests between 4 to 6 percent per month.
As shown in the above table, the outstanding loans of the majority of indebted 
households are under Rs. 3000, but the actual burden is much heavier considering the 
exorbitant rate of interest, which ranges from four percent to six percent per month, or 48 to 
72 percent per year calculated monthly. To the disbelief of the economic rationalists, such 
interest rates exist alongside the low returns of diara agriculture that we have discussed 
earlier. This explains why there is no credit sought for cultivation purposes since the rate of 
return would fail to cover the interest liabilities by far. At the same time, such high rates also 
account for the decision o f the rich landowners to circulate their capital on interest than to 
invest it in improving productivity of their holdings. In consequence, the proportion of
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agricultural output reinvested in the cultivation process is negligible, which leaves the 
improvement in productivity to natural forces. This is particularly applicable to the land 
under sharecropping due to the deficiency of resources among the local cultivators. Most of 
the households are incapable of making any investment, as distribution of cash income in the 
village shown in the following table suggests:
Household Distribution of Income in Shankarpur, 1989
Annual Cash Income
(Rs.)
No. of Households
less than 2500 2
2501 to 3000 9
3001 to 3500 13
3501 to 4000 45
4001 to 4500 39
4501 to 5000 46
5001 to 5500 0
5501 to 6000 5
6001 to 6500 4
6501 to 7000 4
7001 to 7500 0
7501 to 8000 4
8001 and more 2
Total 173
Note. Cash income is the total amount of cash received during a year from the sale of agricultural produce and the cash 
income from wage employment. Excluded is the cash received from the sale of assets.
Although cash income in itself is not a good indicator of the economic condition of 
cultivators, by comparing it with their loan liabilities we can understand the severity of 
indebtedness. The results of our survey indicate a strong association between sharecropping 
and indebtedness in the village. More than 77 percent of the sharecroppers are in debt. Even 
if we calculate their debts at the rate o f 4 percent per month, nearly 30 percent o f the 
indebted sharecroppers have their debt liabilities exceeding their annual income and 9.5 
percent are unable to cover their interest liabilities, as reflected in the following diagram:
H ousehold d is trib u tio n  o f debt-incom e ra tio  and  in te rest-incom e ra tio , S h a n k a rp u r 1989
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Note. Calculated with the assumption of 4 percent interest per month.
Indebtedness and sharecropping are structurally integrated in diara agriculture. When 
a cultivator fails to meet his interest liabilities for more than one crop, a part of his holding 
becomes sudbharna As we have discussed earlier, the entire produce of sudbharna land 
goes to the moneylender in lieu of the unpaid interest, while the current interest liabilities 
have to be met by the cultivator from his other resources. When the total amount of debt has 
increased to an extent that it is in parity with the assessed value of sudbharna holding, the 
cultivator has no other way but to transfer the title of this holding to the moneylender. As 
moneylenders rarely engage in the cultivation process themselves, the acquired land is rented 
out to a sharecropper, generally to the original holder. If the moneylender/landowner wants 
cash-rent in advance, the debt account of the cultivator remains in existence at the same rate 
of interest. This process does not stop even when all the holdings of the cultivator has been 
transferred to the moneylender, leaving the former as a pure sharecropper More than 30 
percent of the indebted sharecroppers o f Shankarpur do not own any land, and hence, in 
addition to the payment for the use of land they also have to pay for the servicing of their 
debts from whatever they are left with. Eventually, an indebted sharecropper with debt 
liabilities in excess of his share in produce becomes an agrarian labour since he is not left 
with enough resources to permit him to undertake cultivation. In such a situation, he has to 
work for the moneylender until the amount owed has been compensated. At present there
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are thirteen landless households in the village which derive their livelihood solely from 
working as agrarian labour, nine of which still owe money to the moneylender. The small 
proportion of such households may be explained by the fact that many Gangota families have 
moved to Bhagalpur city where they can earn more than what they can earn as agrarian 
labour in diara Also, there is very little demand for agrarian labour in diara, except for 
during the sowing and harvesting of the crops Fishing and boatmanship, which used to 
provide livelihood to the landless diara residents in past, have little potential left to support 
the increasing number of landless. As we have seen earlier, the construction of bridges and 
roads led to the decline of boats as a mode of transport, while decay of fisheries resulted, 
partly from the construction of a barrage in Farakka that prevented the entry of perennial 
fish in Ganga80, and partly from the exorbitant rents charged by the panidar (waterlord).
4. Panidar: The Lord o f the River
The physical space of diara is constituted by the land formed due to the silt deposited 
in the river-bed and the water of Ganga. While zamindars controlled the land of diara, the 
river was subjected to the authority of panidar, who was free to charge rent from the 
fishermen and boatmen of diara Although the legislations enacted by the post-colonial 
rulers abolished the intermediary rights in land, they did not affect the panidan system. As a 
result, the water of Ganga, which covers a stretch of about 80 kilometres in Bhagalpur 
district, from Sultanganj in the west to Pirpainti in the east, remained under the absolute 
control of the panidar. This was perhaps the most unique structure of semi-feudal relations, 
since we do not have any evidence of panidan in other areas or even on other sections of 
river Ganga. Despite its essential structural similarity with zamindari, the system of panidan 
differed from the former in the fact that while the zamindar paid revenue or jumma to the 
government, the panidar was not subjected to any such demand. Another significant fact to 
be noted is that while there were many lords of the land in diara, the river had just one lord. 
At one time there could be only one panidar and that too from one particular family, i.e., the 
family of Mahashay Ghosh In this sense, the history of panidan is not more than a
80 See. Ranjit Bhushan, “Whose river is it anyway ?”, The Hindustan Times, Patna, 21 August 1988
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genealogy, since the rights to collect jalkar (water rent) has remained in this family for the 
past thirteen generations. As shown in the following diagram, the genealogy o f the 
Mahashay family starts from Shreeram Ghosh, originally a resident o f Murshidabad 
(Bengal), who was appointed quanugo-i-sadar^ o f Bhagalpur in place o f his aged father-in- 
law Thak Dutt in 1604 by the Mughal emperor Akbar He also received the honorific title of 
“Mahashay” (in Bangla, gentleman, in Sanskrit, a person o f high substance) and panidari 
rights, which became hereditary.82
81 Appointed by the means of a royal sanad (decree), a qanungo was supposed to monitor the 
activities of zammdars and maintain records of land-revenue. For this reason, the post of qanungo was 
considered very important until it was abolished by the British. See, K. K. Basu, “The Administration 
of Justice in Bhagalpur”, Journal o f Bihar and Orissa Research Society, vol.xx, 1934. Also, B. K. 
Sinha, “The Office of Qanungo in Bihar: Its Abolition and Restoration following the Permanent 
Settlement”, Bengal: Past and Present, vol.lxxxvi, 1961. About the hereditary nature of the post of 
qanungo, W. A. Brooke, the revenue chief of Patna, made observation in 1787 that there were 
“canungoes [qanungoesj in every pargana in Bihar whose forefathers originally received their 
appointments from the King [Mughal] and had sanads granted to them at the time.” Quoted by K. P. 
Mitra, “The Office of the Qanungo in Bihar”, Proceedings o f Indian Historical Commission, xxi 
session, 1941, p. 18.
82 Bansberia Raj in West Bengal was the only other family to have received the title of “Mahashay” 
from the Mughals. See, Roy Chaudhury, op. cit., p. 134. Murphy’s observation that Sriram Ghosh came 
to Bhagalpur from Murshidabad in the time of Mughal emperor Shah-Jehan, does not seem to be 
correct in the light of other sources. See, P. W. Murphy, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement 
Operations in the District o f Bhagalpur (1902-10), microfilm, NMML, p. 18.
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Genealogy of Mahashay Family83
1."Mahashay" Shreeram Ghosh
2.Krishnadas
3.Bhagvati Charan
4.Prannath
Kripanath 5 Dayanath
ADinanath Loknath6.Mayanath
tRamnath ÄBaidyanath A7.Pareshnath ÄHarnath AMansarnath
8.Shambhunath AGaurinath
Lakshminath 9.Umanath
lO.Dwarkanath
11 .Taraknath(adopted)
12.Amarnath
Ravindranath A13 Pramathnath (Mahesh Ghosh) AJitendranath
The post o f qanungo continued in the family until it was abolished by Cleveland, the 
first Collector o f Bhagalpur in 1787. However, in 1801, the government compensated the 
“Mahashay” family by appointing Shambhunath Ghosh (No. 8 in the diagram) the Diwan o f  
Bhagalpur, a post similar to that o f the qanungo, in addition to a special pension o f Rs.200 
per month and a nankar estate (zamindari estate free o f revenue-demand).84 Thus, in
83 This genealogy was made available by Ashok Ghosh, a political activist of Burhanath (Bhagalpur), 
who is also a distant relative of Mahashay family. He could not succeed in providing information about 
the women members of the family or its affinal relationships, which explains the partial nature of the 
diagram. The attempts of the researcher to have an interview with the present pamdar failed largely 
due to the sickness and unavailability of the latter.
84 Roy Chaudhury, op. cit., p.49.
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addition to being the only panidar, the family also came to be one of the significant 
zamindars in the region.
It is not difficult to interpret why the colonial administration acknowledged the 
pamdari rights of the Mahashay family and granted it revenue free zamindari at a time when 
the singular motive of the East India Company was to increase its income from land revenue. 
The reason for the demonstration of such a benevolence lay in the usefulness of the family in 
the establishment and maintenance of colonial order. Ever since the arrival of the first British 
Collector in Bhagalpur, the family of Mahashays actively cooperated with the colonial 
regime. Pareshnath (no. 7) is said to have helped Cleveland in the land-revenue of the district 
as well as in the suppression of the rebellious hill tribes o f the south. At the time of the 
survey and settlement operations (1902-10), the then Mahashay Taraknath (no. 11) was 
praised as “one of the best landlords in the district”, who spent a “considerable amount of 
money in the upkeep of his irrigational channels.”85 However, this commendation o f a model 
zamindar did not include the description of begar (forced labour without any payment) 
which was largely responsible for the excavation and upkeep of the danrs (irrigational 
channels).86 The family also portrayed a pious image that was unheard of for the landlords of 
the district The ownership of pamdari was transferred to Shree Shree Bhairav Nath Jee, 
Shree Shree Chhakun Vasudev Rai, and Shree Shree Shiv Jee, who were not mortal humans 
but gods. The family, of course, retained the trusteeship of this heavenly property. The 
successive Mahashays also attempted to enhance the social image of the family by making 
generous contributions to the local religious and social institutions, although the money for 
these donations largely came from brahman chanda, a cess extracted from the fishermen and 
boatmen A temple o f Bhairav Nath (a form of Shiva) was built by Pareshnath, who is said 
to have had an audience with this god in a dream.87 The descendants of Pareshnath
85 Murphy, op. cit., para 132, p.71.
86 It was a normal practice among zamindars of the district to engage their raiyats to work for the 
construction and maintenance of irrigational channels, for which no wages were paid. Mahashays had 
excavated three such channels.
87 The story about this dream was narrated to the researcher by Ashok Ghosh, according to whom the 
idol of Bhairav Nath presently installed in the temple was actually buried in the ground. In the dream 
of Pareshnath, the deity told him about the idol, which was eventually excavated and installed in a
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continued to patronise religious activities and institutions, which projected the family as an 
important representative of the local society. However, it was their close association with 
the political authority that allowed the Mahashays to retain their authority over the Ganga of 
Bhagalpur While zamindari was abolished in 1950s, the panidar still exercises control over 
more than forty thousand diara families.88
In its present form, the estate of panidar is divided into two sections The stream 
between Sultanganj to Berari constitutes Jalkar Chanan and Jalkar Ganga-path, which are 
under the direct management of the Mahashay family, but the stream of the river between 
Berari and Pirpainti, namely Jalkar Mukalaspur, has been under the control of Musharraf 
Husein Pramanik of Murshidabad (West Bengal) since 1923, when the latter leased it for 99 
years from the then Mahashay Amarnath Ghosh. There are at least two different strata of 
intermediaries between the panidar and the fishermen. Every year in the month of October, 
the rights to collect jalkar are auctioned at Mahashay dyorhi (an annexe at the door of a 
mansion mainly used for entertaining visitors). The successful bidders then sublet these 
rights to small thikadars (contractors). It is generally the latter who collect jalkar from the 
fishermen in their respective areas. While boatmen have to pay Rs. 1200 to Rs.3000 per year 
according to the size of the boat, fishermen are charged differential rates according to the 
type of the net. For the commonly used gochhel net the rent is Rs 700 while for fansla and 
chara the rates are Rs.600 and Rs.350 respectively. As the determination of rent is not 
subject to any official regulation, in practice extractions from fishermen vary according to 
the individual thikadars 89 In addition, the fishermen also have to pay money to the sipahis 
(servants) of the thikadars on a hafta (weekly) basis Thikadars also engage in the sale of
temple built by the Mahashay family. After that Bhairav Nath became the kuldevta (family deity) of 
Mahashays. Interview with Ashok Ghosh, Bhagalpur 19 Sept. 1989. The story has also been mentioned 
in the last gazetteer of Bhagalpur. See, Roy Chaudhury, op. cit., p. 136.
88 The first notice of the confiscation of these rights was issued on 17 May 1961 under the purview of 
the Zamindari Abolition Act, 1950. The panidar filed a writ against this order in the Patna High Court 
on 21 August 1961. The Court declared these rights beyond the jurisdiction of the Bihar Land Reforms 
Act, 1950 and the order to confiscate these rights was quashed. On 3 August 1989, the Government 
declared the Panidari rights as constituting an estate, in order to bring it under the purview of the 
Bihar Land Reforms Act, 1950. [Information provided by the Land Reforms and Revenue Department, 
Patna on 7 Nov. 1989 ]
89 Interview with Sunil Sahani, Kagaji Tola, Kahalgaon, 22 Sept. 1989
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spawns, for which they hire fishermen from Farakka (West Bengal), largely due to the non­
cooperation from the local fishermen, who think that the sale of spawns adversely affects the 
volume and quality of their catch. Coercion that subjects the fishermen to the system of 
panidari, has also extended to the sexual exploitation o f their womenfolk by the thikadars90
As we have seen earlier, due to its social benevolence and religious zeal, the Mahashay 
family came to command a great respect among the urban citizens of Bhagalpur. However, 
this reputation of the family carries little impression among the inhabitants of diara The 
exteriority attributed to the zamindar and moneylenders is also shared by the panidar. 
Despite the association of nearly four centuries with the region the Mahashays are still 
considered outsiders by the local residents, which may be ascribed to the very attributes that 
placed the family among the local elites. The close association of Mahashays with the 
political authority, their fabulous wealth, their superior heritage of Bangla culture, their high 
social background of Bengali rarhi kayasthas and their glorious genealogical past of thirteen 
generations has only reinforced their separation from the diara community. As such, there is 
very little scope of benevolence in the role of Mahashays as the panidar of Ganga, and even 
the mythical association with Bhairav Nath has failed to outweigh the great sin of the 
Mahashays, for which, according to the local belief, there is no salvation.
Sabhasini ro paap Gangemai katai. E mai ke bechaibala ro ke paap katatai ? Bangaliesini 
mein e dhandha chalaichhai. E [abuse] ta kalkatiyo dalal se barhal chhai91
[It is] only Mother Ganga who liberates all (everybody) from [their] sins. [But] Who would 
liberate the sinner, who sells this Mother ? This business is found only among Bengalis. He 
[abuse] has surpassed even the pimps of Calcutta.
The above statement negates the pious and socially benevolent image of Mahashays 
that has been presented in colonial and post-colonial discourses. In both the textual Hindu 
mythology92 and the popular religious practices, Ganga has been assigned an unparalleled
90 Interview with Anil Prakash, Ganga Mukti Andolan, Bhagalpur, 4 January 1989
91 Sitaram Mandal, a boatman of Shankarpur, 4 Jan 1989.
92 See, Stevan G. Darian, The Ganges in Myth and History, Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 
1978.
sacredness, largely due to Her property of salvaging people from their sins This sacredness 
is more pronounced among Gangotas, who trace their mythological descent from the river 
In the perception of the diara community, the collection of jalkar, the rent for the use of the 
river, is an act of sale of Ganga. As the river is addressed as Mother Ganga, the panidar is 
perceived to be a pimp that sells his own mother It is a sin from which there can be no 
salvation, since it is only Ganga that liberates mortals from their sins. The high religious 
posture of the family established by the narrative of its mythological association with the 
deity of Bhairav Nath has been completely overturned in the statement In this way, the 
panidar has been unsuccessful in achieving acceptance in diara through ideological means, 
and in the absence of such an acceptance, his authority over the river has prevailed only due 
to the use of coercion.
The challenge to the authority of the panidar is not limited merely to the indirect use 
of words, but has also manifested in collective protests. While the coercive authority of the 
panidar has been countered with the use of collective force, the apathy of the provincial 
administration has also been addressed by the means of a non-violent movement. In 1976 a 
group of fishermen in Kahalgaon refused to pay jalkar Their protest eventually led to the 
formation of an organisation called Nishad Jal Shramik Sangh, joined by the fishermen from 
other areas In 1983, when the organisation changed its name to Ganga Mukti Andolan with 
the abolition of panidari as its main objective, it had some forty thousand members, 
including a few Gandhian social workers. On 8 April 1987, a nauka-julus (boat procession), 
consisting o f a few hundred boats, travelled from Kurusela to Patna, and a memorandum 
demanding the abolition of panidari was presented to the Chief Minister of Bihar. Although 
the organisation claims to be non-violent, the official perception is otherwise. On 17 
November 1987, 14 fishermen from Malda (West Bengal) were murdered in Kahalgaon.93 
Police arrested and charged two fishermen, who are also the activists of Ganga Mukti 
Andolan Although there are no eyewitnesses, the police officials think that the incident was 
a direct result o f the enmity between the local thikadar, the employer of the deceased, and 
Ganga Mukti Andolan, which has been “instigating the local fishermen to abstain from
93 The Times o f India, Patna, 29 Nov. 1987, Dharmyug, (Hindi), 3 January 1988
paying jalkar and had threatened him [the thikadar] with dire consequences if he dared to 
bring Bengali machhuas (fishermen) in Kahalgaon.”94
The accused may or may not have been involved in the incident, but there are many 
members of the organisation who are facing criminal charges, mostly involving scuffles with 
the sipahis (muscle-men) o f thikadars. This is admitted by the President of the Ganga Mukti 
Andolan, who thinks that “Violence is inherent in the system \pamdan]. Many of us have 
been falsely implicated by the local police, but many have fought bravely against the 
thikadars. If the administration cannot prevent Mahashay and his thikadars from collecting 
jalkar, it has no right to put those into prison who have used force only to fight against their 
exploitation and to save the ijjat (honour) of their mothers and sisters. We are non-violent 
because right now it is the most effective way to carry out our struggle. But, if necessary, 
we will not hesitate from taking up arms. Non-violence is our strategy, not our ideology 7,95 
In a sense, force was used by the organisation, when on 20 February 1988, some 300 of its 
members (including 200 women) stormed the kachahari (office) of the panidar in 
Kahalgaon and occupied it.96 The collection of jalkar has become increasingly difficult, and 
the violent confrontations between the fishermen and the local thikadars is on rise, as Ganga 
Mukti Andolan has no qualms about the use of force by its members to resist the collection 
of jalkar
To conclude, diara is the habitat of Gangotas, but they control only a small fraction of 
its physical territory. While the land of diara is largely owned by the ex-zamindar and 
moneylenders, the water of Ganga is under the control of panidar This may be attributed to 
the specific articulation o f diara society, which largely derives from the changes that were 
introduced during the colonial period. The most significant of these measures was the 
Permanent Settlement of 1793, which recognised zamindars as the absolute proprietors of 
land, while cultivators of Bengal, including Gangotas, were reduced to the raiyats, which
94 R. K. Prasad, the Deputy Superintendent of Police, Bhagalpur, 6 and 7 October 1989.
95 Anil Prakash, op.cit., 5 January 1989.
96 The Times o f  India, Patna. 2 June 1988
had a right to cultivate their holdings only so long as they paid a certain rent determined by 
the zamindar Most of the Gangota cultivators were alienated from their holdings for their 
failure to meet the high demands of rent and abwabs. Also, the practice of begar allowed the 
zamindar to penetrate the very domain of the body of the raiyat. As the system was imposed 
without the consent of the cultivators, the application of force became an inevitable feature 
of zamindari. Despite their central role in the diara society, the successive zamindars of 
Shankarpur remained exterior to the agrarian community, and this exteriority was only 
reinforced through the cultural and social differences that existed between the two. In the 
perception of Gangotas, the commanding position of their zamindar was derived from his 
affiliations with the political authority. This also enabled the zamindar to retain the control of 
a major part of diara land, even after the zamindari was abolished As a result, the Gangota 
cultivators of Shankarpur became sharecroppers on their own land.
The predominance of sharecropping in diara was also contributed to by the operation 
of moneylenders, which received a great boost from the colonial attempt to protect and 
strengthen property rights. The introduction of civil law eliminated all the social restrictions 
that prevented a moneylender to take control of his debtor’s land. The exorbitant demands 
of rent and cesses, frequent crop failures and litigations - all these compelled the Gangota 
cultivators to borrow from the moneylenders on a very high rate of interest, which 
eventually led to the transfer of holdings to the latter in lieu of unpaid debts. Many banias 
and marwaris, who were originally traders and grain merchants, became big landlords with 
the help of moneylending. The attempts by the post-independent government to liberate the 
diara cultivators from the grip of moneylenders has failed, since the chief purpose for which 
Gangotas seek loan is not to invest in agriculture but to cover the costs of litigation arising 
from land-disputes. The prevalence of exorbitant rates of interest on the one hand, has 
contributed to the alienation o f Gangotas from their land, and, on the other, has prevented 
any investment in diara agriculture. Consequently, the increased emphasis on productivity 
due to the expansion o f market has only led to the intensive utilisation of labour, since the 
limited capital resources do not allow the introduction of modem techniques in diara 
agriculture As the agricultural output is inadequate even to cover the interest liabilities of
the cultivators, the share of Gangotas in diara land is continuously shrinking, alienating them 
further from their habitat
While the community is losing its rights in the diara land, the water resources of diara 
remain under the absolute control of the pamdar Unlike landowners and moneylenders who 
retained their dominance through force and forgery, the right of pamdar to collect jalkar 
from the fishermen and boatmen of diara is upheld by the law. Although the claim of the 
pamdar is supported by a genealogical past of four centuries, it has been unsuccessful in 
obtaining the sanction of the diara community As a result, the authority of the pamdar 
depends on the use of force to a great extent. The resistance of the community, which in the 
past expressed solely in the collective use of force, has also extended itself to the domain of 
formal politics in the past two decades. Despite the fact that Ganga Mukti Andolan, the 
organisation of the fishermen and boatmen of diara, has protested against panidan largely 
through non-violent methods, it rationalises the use of force by the fishermen to resist the 
extraction of jalkar
Thus, the specific structure of diara society, which has relied upon coercion for its 
establishment as well as its maintenance, does not rule out the possibility of violence The 
inherent opposition between those who are exterior to diara and control its physical space 
and those who are inhabitants of diara, but do not have any claim in their habitat is likely to 
manifest in the use of force, especially when the affinity between the former and the political 
authority has only strengthened in the post-independent period. However, whether the use of 
force by the diara community is an act of crime or resistance requires us to examine the 
collective acts of violence by Gangotas as well as the parameters that are used to determine 
the criminality of these acts.
II/Tive or more": Violence & the legal discourse
The peasant has always lived outside the rule of law - he has never had a judicial 
personality, nor a moral individuality. He lives on as an anarchic element, an independent 
atom in a chaotic tumult, constrained by his fear of the police and the devil.
- Gramsci1
The infamy of diara as an abode of criminals is hardly a disputed issue in the 
discourses of Bhagalpur. The local intelligentsia that is generally critical of the local 
landlords for their traditional stance, shares the latter’s view that “Gangotas are 
criminals” . However, the issue is treated differently by the two groups. For the 
landowners, the criminality o f diara community is absolute. They maintain that Gangotas 
are jato ta chor, janamo ta chor, i.e., thieves by caste, thieves by birth.2 The urban 
liberals, however, do not assign criminality to the entire diara community, rather claim 
that “it is only a few hardened criminals, who are responsible for the notoriety of the 
entire community...they [Gangotas] were simple, peaceful and a docile community 
before .” 3 At first, nothing seems to be wrong with this viewpoint, but, when evaluated 
against the historical evidences, the statement goes a step further in negating the 
community of Gangotas. Not only does the liberal view deny the collective (or social) 
aspect of Gangota violence, but also its historicity. Contradicting, all the documented 
evidence of the past that describe the inhabitants of diara as criminal, the community is 
being given a clean chit. The liberal agenda is betrayed in its positing of crime and 
docility as antonyms, which rules out any possibility of recognition of a collective act of 
Gangotas as resistance. The identification of a few hardened criminals as an isolated 
category attempts to present this militant section o f Gangotas as being devoid of any 
communal support. As the view of the local intelligentsia is represented in the media as 
public opinion, the reports of diara violence are generally accompanied by the demand
1 Antonoio Gramsci, Selections from Political Writings (1910-1920), London : Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1977, p.84
2 Interview with Fuchu Babu of Rannuchak (Bihpur), dt. 3 Dec. 1989
3 The statement was made by Tribhuvan Sharma, a lawyer and a local leader of the Community 
Party of India in an informal gathering of a few local lawyers, academic and journalists. The 
people present there seemed to agree with this opinion. [4 Jan. 1989]
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for a greater control of the law enforcement agencies in the area.4 Although the role of 
public opinion in the notoriety of diara cannot be ignored, the judicial procedures that 
actually determine criminality of a group or a person are claimed to be independent of 
such discourses. Thus, whether diara violence can be interpreted as crime or not, 
requires us to analyse both the specific incidents of violence that are used to substantiate 
the criminality of Gangotas in the local discourses, and the parameters against which the 
criminality of this violence is determined
According to the district police administration, the frequency of major crimes has 
increased in Bhagalpur over the years. As can be seen in the following diagram, at the 
beginning of the century the number of major offences committed was less than one for 
every ten thousand persons, in 1950 it went up to 2.33 and in 1989 to 4.74 incidents per 
ten thousand Among the major offences, riot has continued to be the most frequently 
committed crime in the district, which is attributed to the agrarian disputes in the diara 
area.5
In the past decade, riots and dacoities have become increasingly violent, as 
suggested by the increased frequency of murders accompanying these offences. Although 
police officials do not assign much significance to the murder committed by an 
individual, they feel particularly concerned if it results from gang violence 6 The gravity 
of the prevailing situation is evident in the fact that the district administration often has to 
resort to the deployment of para-military forces (Central Reserve Police Force, Border 
Security Force, etc.) to maintain law and order in diara.
4 For example, see Dr. Ramji Singh, “C.B.I. dwara jaanch karai jai” (in Hindi), Dharmyug, 3 
January 1988, p.21, which expresses concern at the increasing rate of crime in diara and demands 
for a C.B.I. (Central Bureau of Investigation) inquiry into the Kahalgaon incident in which 14 
fishermen had been killed. Similarly, a newspaper report covering the Gangota raid of the village 
Sadhopur condemned the local police for inefficiency, since it did not respond in time. Hindustan 
Times, (in Hindi), 12 August 1988. Also, Kalyan Mukheijee, “Savage Harvest”, Illustrated Weekly 
o f  India, 9-15 June 1985, pp.20-3, who, while reporting the murder of a German national by 
Gangotas, describes the rule of notorious criminals in diara.
5 From one estimate, more than 95 percent of riots involve agrarian dispute. Deputy 
Superintendent of Police, Bhagalpur, 6-7 Oct. 1989
6 Murders committed by individuals, unless psychopaths, are generally considered unpreventable, 
and hence, the responsibility of police is minimal in such cases, ibid, 6 Oct. 1989
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Frequency of Major Crimes in Bhagalpur7
(1901-11, 1950-60 and 1984-89)
The entire administrative block of Nathnagar, which includes Shankarpur among other 
diara villages, has been under the category of “most sensitive areas” since 1986.7 8 
Despite their best efforts, the law enforcement agencies have failed to contain the diara 
violence, which has even penetrated the somewhat protected urban domain of Bhagalpur. 
Not only agrarian riots continue to occur in diara, but also the frequency of dacoities 
committed by diara gangs is on rise. According to a local police official, the city-slums 
inhabiting the immigrants from diara function as “outposts for the diara criminals, from 
where they launch their attack.”9 As a consequence, the slums of the city are under 
constant surveillance, while combing operations are conducted in diara by the para­
military troops to weed out the hardened criminals. In spite o f the success of these 
‘operations’ that often result in the killing of many ‘notorious criminals’ from time to 
time, the growing volume of diara crime remains unchecked.
Why the offences committed by Gangotas have attracted an official attention 
normally reserved for rebellion and other forms of mass political violence, may be 
attributed to the scale of collective participation in these incidents of violence that defy
7 Data on crime has been taken from (a) Bhagalpur District Gazetteer, Statistics, Patna City: 
Darbar Press, 1915; (b) Bihar District Gazetteers, Bhagalpur, Patna, 1962; (c) Mananiya 
Mukhyamantri, Bihar ke avlokanarth Vivarani, (in Hindi), A District Report submitted to the Chief 
Minister of Bihar, dt. 19 June 1989, (restricted circulation).
8 This category was originally devised to identify terrorism-prone areas in Punjab, where law 
enforcement was completely ineffective. There are nine such areas in Bihar, all of which, except 
for Nathnagar, are under the influence of Naxalism.
9 DSP, Bhagalpur, 6-7 Oct. 1989
70
their interpretation in terms of crime The alleged criminality of Gangotas is generally 
attributed to their participation in riots and dacoities, both of which are collective crimes 
by definition, i.e., they are offences committed by an unlawful assembly of five or more 
persons. In the local linguistic usages, however, riot implies an incident of communal 
violence or religious conflict, whereas the collective use of force in agrarian disputes is 
known as hanseri, a term derived from hansia (sickle), which means forcible harvesting, 
or more appropriately, asserting claim to a piece of land by forcible harvesting of its 
crop In practice, however, hanseri denotes any collective use of force which is overt 
and known to the adversary in advance.
1. Hanseri: Power of the Sickle
On 6th of March 1989, around 8.00 PM, the police inspector of Nathnagar 
received a written complaint by Chhanguri Das of Barari (Bhagalpur), who alleged that a 
group of some hundred and fifty armed men of Shankarpur had attacked his land, injured 
his men and looted the crop of peas.
...I am a poor harijan and have some land in Shankarpur, khata no. 917 khasra no. 2397V 
and 2398V. Today, around noon when I was getting my crop of peas harvested, the 
following men accompanied by hundreds of badmash armed with illegal weapons like 
guns, pistols, spears and clubs came to my land and attacked us, while shouting Jai Devi,
Jai Bajrangbali and other religious slogans. They held me at the gun point and started 
harvesting my crop. When I protested, they beat me and my workers with clubs. As a 
result we received bad injuries. They looted my crop and carried it to their village. These 
are the same men who had threatened me earlier with dire consequences if I attempted to 
cultivate the land. All of these men are professional criminals, and many of them are 
facing criminal charges in the court. They have been causing trouble for the peaceful and 
law-abiding farmers who own land in diara. If these men are not stopped, it would be 
impossible for us to cultivate these lands and we would not be able to survive.10
As the victim happened to be a harijan (untouchable), the complaint was 
forwarded to the Harijan Cell o f police, which has been ascribed with special powers to 
prevent atrocities committed on the members o f Scheduled Castes. Following the initial 
investigation, 75 residents of Shankarpur and their 60 unknown associates were charged 
with the intentional insult to breach peace (Section 504 IPC), rioting with deadly 
weapons (Sections 147, 148 and 149 of IPC), causing voluntary hurt (Section 323), 
wrongfiil restraint (Section 341) and theft (Section 379). In the legal proceedings, the
10 Nathnagar P S. Case No 51/89, dt.6/03/89
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incident was largely presented as a case of criminal appropriation of property, i e , the 
looting of the crop of peas. As most of the accused had past criminal records, the 
investigating officials had no difficulty in assigning the incident to the proven criminal 
nature of the aggressors. It was presumed that the accused had formed an association 
with the motive of looting the crop of the victim, in which they were aided by sixty other 
men.11 As the total size of the two holdings was less than an acre, the value of the looted 
crop could not have been more than Rs.900, considering the then prevalent market price 
o f peas. Why a person would risk an imprisonment of nine years and one month 
(maximum possible sentence for the charges involved) for peas worth slightly more than 
six and a half rupees was not explained in the legal proceedings of the case. Also, the 
aggressors could have looted the crops of other holdings that were unattended at the 
time of the incident, yet they preferred to go for the holdings of the victim. It seems 
enigmatic since there was no past record of enmity between the accused and the victim.
In reality, the incident was a hanseri, a unique local practice of asserting claim to a 
piece of land by forcible harvesting of its crop.12 Although the actual claimants in such 
disputes are only a few, a large number of men participate adding physical strength to 
such claims. The participation of these men, who are generally drawn from different 
kinship categories of jatiari, gotiari, bhctyari and kutumaiti, not only reflects the 
solidarity of their relationship with the actual claimants, but also provides legitimacy to 
such claims. The magnitude of participation in a hanseri directly manifests the degree of 
legitimacy for the ownership rights of the claimants. This legitimacy, which is solely 
communal in nature, is independent of the legal rights of disputants, and often 
contravenes the latter. It is from this legitimacy that hanseri derives its overt character
11 GR No. 401/89, The Chief Judicial Magistrate's Court, District Records Room, Bhagalpur
12 Forcible harvesting to make claim to a piece of land is also known in the neighbouring region 
of Chhotanagpur. The introduction of private ownership of land bye the colonial regime allowed 
non-tribal thikadars (rent-collectors) and mahajans (moneylenders) to appropriate the land of 
tnbals, who had always treated land as communal property. The tenancy laws enacted during the 
late colonial, and in post-colonial, period failed to check land-alienation in the region. On various 
occasions, the tribal peasants resorted to forcible harvesting to assert their rights to the land. With 
the emergence of Jharkhand Mukti Morcha, a militant political organisation of tribals demanding a 
separate province, the practice of forcible harvesting became dhan kato andolan (Paddy Harvesting 
Movement) during late 1960s and early 1970s. A notable difference between the forcible harvesting 
before and the one under dhan kato andolan rests in the fact that the latter occurred only on 
holdings that were illegally appropriated. See, R. N. Maharaj and K. G. Iyer, “Agrarian 
Movements in Dhanbad” in N. Sengupta (ed.) Fourth World Dynamics: Jharkhand, Delhi: Authors 
Guild, 1982, pp. 180-7.
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Neither is there any attempt to conceal identity on part of the participants, nor does it 
occur after sunset The openness of hanseri can be imagined by the fact that the 
scheduled day for the assertion of claim is known in advance even to the adversaries, 
who can prepare themselves for the forthcoming event.
In the present case, the target of hanseri was not Chhanguri Das but Abhay Kumar 
Singh, the ex-zamindar of Shankarpur. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Abhay 
Kumar Singh had filed a title suit in the name of his brothers-in-law claiming title of some 
342 acres o f newly emerged diara land in 1966. It was this land which was raided by the 
accused and not the holdings mentioned in the complaint lodged with police. The two 
holdings (no 2397V and 2398V) are in the name of Chhanguri Das on paper, but their 
actual owner is Abhay Kumar Singh, who is using the name of the former to evade the 
Land Ceiling Act. As the title of the disputed land was yet to be decided, Abhay Kumar 
Singh could neither claim a loss of property that legally did not belong to him, nor justify 
the presence of his hired men on the disputed land. The name of Chhanguri Das was 
chosen to be used in the complaint, since he was the servant of Abhay Kumar Singh, and 
the two holdings mentioned in the complaint happened to be adjacent to the disputed 
land The use of the name of Chhanguri Das, a member of the Scheduled Caste, was also 
meant to invoke a prompt response from the law enforcement agencies.
Although the legal interpretation of the incident perceived the accused as 
individuals with no relationship among themselves, except for an association formed to 
commit the offence, in reality they constituted a collectivity in more than one sense. Not 
only did the participants of the hanseri belong to a single village community, but they 
also shared the same caste-identity According to one participant, nearly every ghor of 
Shankarpur was represented in this collective use of force, and many of the accused were 
directly related to three different gotia groups of Shankarpur, as may be seen in the 
following diagrams.13
13 Information about gotia groups was provided by Ramkishore Mandal, Shankarpur, 8 March 
1989
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Gotia group III
Doman ~kMahavir
AAndhariAlMaresh AAshokÄRajendra
Sitaram AHari A saukh i Aüanga ARam ALakhan
Ajaikant Asaket AMahesar
Auchit A b HoM
A Participant 
Dead ancestor
While kinship bonds reinforced the solidarity that existed among the participants due 
to their common village and social backgrounds, the existence of a common adversary in 
their ex-zamindar provided them with a unity of purpose. Abhay Kumar Singh was not a 
mere competing claimant of the disputed holding but also an acrid enemy of the residents of 
Shankarpur, thanks to his role as the zamindar of the village during the colonial period. His 
use of lathcuts in the past to evict raiyats from their holdings was reversed in the hanseri, as 
one of the participants claimed:
Okar lathait hammar babusini thelikai nikatainchhalai. Abhain okar chaal ultai okrahain 
parilaichhai. Kalhai jekar lathi ke jor, ab uhi lathi khaichhai.
His lAbhay Kumar Singh's] lathaits pushed our fathers out from their lands. Now he is getting 
what he used to give. Whose dub was strong yesterday, is getting beaten [literally, eating 
clubs] now.14
It is clear that in the perception of its participants the Shankarpur hanseri was directly 
related to the past agrarian relations. More significantly, this link was not merely of 
chronological succession but also of opposition. Under the zamindari system, the raiyats 
were forced out of their land, but in the present instance, a zamindar was dispossessed of 
land by his raiyats In both, however, the objectives were accomplished by the use of force. 
As mentioned earlier, coercion played a central role in shaping agrarian relations under
14 ibid, chaal may be translated as ‘hand’ (in cards), ‘way’ or ‘an ad ion’ (of cunning), while ultai 
connotes “reversal” Hence, ultai chaal would imply reversal of a cunning act. The phrase is generally 
used to express counter to an act of cunning.
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zamindari. Similarly, the reversal of these relations was effected in the hanseri through the 
exercise of a superior force by the raiyats. The phrase ultai chaal, which means “reversal of 
action” in the local dialect, holds the clue to the Gangota understanding of the consequence 
of this hanseri on the temporal order. The chaal, which refers to the use of force by the 
zamindar in the above statement, met its reversal {ultai) in the hanseri Whose club was 
strong yesterday, is getting beaten (literally, eating clubs) now.
While reversal or inversion is central to the collective use of force by Gangotas, its 
overtness relies to a great extent upon the degree to which their strength has been in parity 
with that of the adversary. This strength, among other things, includes the ability of the 
participants to survive outside the landowner's domain of economic control. Hence, a 
Gangota would participate in a hanseri only if he does not have to depend on the adversary 
for his survival. In other words, if a Gangota sharecropper intends to maintain bataidari 
relationship with his landowner in future, he would not attempt to call for a hanseri against 
that landowner. As a diara proverb aptly puts it, Dura per bhaat aru khet per hanseri ? 
(How can one expect to eat rice at somebody's dura after launching hanseri on that person's 
land ?). Hanseri represents a final rupture in the relationship between the raiders and their 
adversary. It is partly for this reason that there is an absence o f spontaneity in this collective 
use of force, since a Gangota cultivator has to assess the possible consequences of hanseri 
before he initiates one.
Another reason for the absence of spontaneity may be seen in the time lag between the 
decision taken to launch a hanseri and its actualisation. Communal consent is a crucial 
precondition for this mode of asserting claim to a land and it takes many dura sittings and a 
few village meetings before the consent of the elders has been obtained. This was clearly 
seen in a dispute that arose between a group of cultivators of Shankarpur and the residents 
of a neighbouring village due to unclear boundaries demarcating their holdings. In one of the 
village meetings, the Shankarpur elders were successful in convincing their fellow cultivators 
to wait and exhaust all the possible modes o f negotiation. It was decided that a petition 
would be sent to the District Magistrate of Bhagalpur for the appointment of an amin (land-
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measurement official) to resolve the matter. The decision to avoid violent conflict was partly 
due to the fact that the adversaries in this case belonged to a neighbouring Gangota village. 15 
Perhaps a similar concern existed on the other side, since a group of cultivators arrived in 
Shankarpur after a few days to convey that they would accept whatever decision had been 
taken by the amm. Although the affected cultivators were in favour of an immediate 
solution, mainly due to the commonly known snail-pace of the local bureaucracy, their 
individual concerns were outweighed by the communal consideration. Had the decision been 
in favour of hanseri, a date would have been set for the assertion of the claim. Normally two 
to three weeks are spent in preparation during which all the relatives and friends are 
contacted. In the case of the above mentioned hanseri, the decision was taken about twenty 
days before the occurrence of the incident. During this period word was sent to different, 
especially affinal relatives, many of which came from remote villages of Binda diara of the 
neighbouring Munger district. This explains why in the police report a large number of 
accused were mentioned as unknown. The scale of planning and advance preparation in 
hanseri rule out any scope for spontaneity that is generally experienced in other diara land 
disputes. The latter are characterised by a sudden violent scuffle, which are neither known to 
the village community nor have any advance planning. Also absent is the communal sanction, 
which is an essential precondition for hanseri
As an overt exercise of collective force, hanseri not only defies the authority of the 
person in possession of the disputed land, but goes against the legal code as well. Despite 
this, there is an absence of police intervention to prevent this collective use of force. 
According to a senior police official, "The posting of [police] force requires a written 
application at least by one of the disputants. If there is no such complaint, the grounds for 
our intervention are insufficient... We do have powers to intervene if there is an apprehension 
of breach o f peace, but the number of sipahis (constables) is too small even to tackle the law 
and order problems of the city. How can we expect to depute them in diara only on the
15 There were about a hundred and fifty men present in the meeting that took place on the night of 
the 30th of September 1989. Although various aspects of a possible hanseri were discussed at length, 
the legal consequences of a violent action were not even mentioned.
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basis of a rumour ? If we intervene and arrest a few, it is a big problem to get them 
convicted in court merely on the basis of their intention to create disorder. It is impossible to 
prove even this charge, since no villager is ready to be a witness in such a case Even the 
landowner does not cooperate for the obvious fear of retaliation. We are informed only 
when the incident has already occurred...We do intervene if we get information that a 
wanted criminal or a gang of dacoits is going to take part in a hanseri Hardened criminals 
often participate in hanseris from the side of their relatives or the village, and in return they 
receive support for their criminal activities. " 16 A major factor contributing to the absence of 
written complaint to police seeking preventive intervention may be seen in the fact that if a 
landowner seeks police help to defend his possession of the land he is likely to be considered 
weak in the eyes of the participants of hanseri As a landlord o f Bihpur claimed:
Only those who are incapable of defending themselves would go on chasing daroga (Sub- 
Inspector of police) and sipahi (constable). If you called police once, you would be considered 
weak forever among your brethren as well as by your opponents. If they challenge you. you 
have to show your strength and not your weakness. If you called police for help in a hanseri, 
you better find some other occupation, since you would not be able to survive in diara after 
that. Here, before we buy a single bigha, we buy a double barrel (gun). Haven't you heard, the 
buffalo belongs to the person, who owns the club! . . . If you are a bull, you can graze freely in 
every field; but if you are a goat, you would not be left even with a small patch of grass.17
Such explanations are common among the landowners of Bhagalpur. While their 
demand for an increased police presence to maintain law and order has been known since the 
days of Grant, they have not hesitated in exercising force to maintain their control over 
diara land, disregarding the fact that this may fall outside the domain of law. In fact, the 
ability to exercise force is perceived to be of primary significance in the management of 
landed property in the region. As land is central to the agrarian structure of diara, its control 
is the chief determinant of dominance in society. Access to a superior force, hence, is crucial 
for the maintenance of control o f landlords over land as well as for their dominance in the 
local social structure. Hanseri, in this sense, is much more than a mere attempt to occupy a
16 R. K. Prasad, the Deputy Superintendent of Police, Bhagalpur, 7 October 1989.
17 Satyanarain Chaudhari, a Bhumihar landlord of Bihpur, Bhagalpur 21 June 1989. The expression, 
“The buffalo belongs to the person who owns the club” (jis/a lathi, uski bhains) is a famous proverb of 
Hindi, the language in which the interview took place.
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piece of land. Its overtness, and the prior announcement of its occurrence, makes this 
collective act of violence a direct threat to the structure of dominance in diara In order to 
prove that their authority is vested solely in their own strength, rather than being dependent 
on any external source (like police), the landlords have to meet the challenge of hanseri 
from their own resources, irrespective of the costs. This explains why the landlord, who 
made the above statement, spent twelve thousand rupees to defend his possession of a piece 
of diara land that would sell for less than five thousand rupees.18 The inability of Abhay 
Kumar Singh to defend his possession in the Shankarpur hanseri has been interpreted by his 
fellow landlords as his unwillingness to bear costs of mobilising an adequate muscle power 
to contain the Gangotas of Shankarpur. “A bania cannot think like a Bhumihar We do not 
care about profit and loss, when it comes to proving our worth We don't mind even if we 
lose our lives while defending our lands.”19 However, a major factor discouraging landlords 
to seek police intervention seems to rest in fact that most of these hanseris involve holdings 
that have been subject to the prohibitory orders under Section 144 or 145 of the Criminal 
Procedure Code. These sections forbid presence of any of the claimants on the disputed 
holding until its title has been decided by the court. In such a situation, a landowner cannot 
seek police intervention since the property invaded does not legally belong to him As a 
result, while the criticism of the district police administration for its ineffectiveness in 
suppressing diara crime is common, its intervention to prevent hanseri is rarely sought.
Although hanseri is generally associated with land, there have been instances in which 
neither land was an issue nor the incident occurred in daytime. In fact, hanseri has come to 
denote a range of violent incidents that only share a collective and communally legitimate
18 ibid., He spent this money to hire lathaits and gunmen to defend his possession of a land near 
Lodhipur village in 1974. According to him, there were about three hundred Gangotas in the hanseri 
that attempted to capture this land. In 1977 he sold this land for Rs. 4800 to a farmer belonging to the 
caste of Yadavs.
19 ibid., This statement was made in reference to the killing of Siyasharan Chaudhari, a renowned 
Bhumihar landlord of Bihpur, with two of his relatives by a hanseri of Gangotas led by Kailash 
Mandal.
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use o f force One such incident occurred in Sadhopur20 on the night o f the 10th of August 
1988 Next morning, this tiny village was the subject o f national attention for the first time 
The local correspondent for The Times o f  India reported:
Six people including a jawan of the Indian Air Force, were killed last night in Sadhopur 
village under Kahalgaon police station of Bhagalpur district in an aWeged caste feud. Twelve 
people including women were injured in the incident. . . Death caught the victims, all Yadav by 
caste, unaware as about 100 armed people attacked the village around midnight and started 
firing and using sharp weapon indiscriminately. . .The attackers, who came in three boats, also 
took away cash and property worth Rs. 50,000. . .The attackers blinded Lakhia devi by poking 
knife into her eyes and sliced off the ears of Andharia devi. . . People of Gangota community of 
the area known by the surname of Mandal are suspected to be behind the attack, the Mandal 
families of Sadhopur had fled away the village about a week before yesterday's killings 21
Police registered a criminal case against 160 persons, only ten o f which could be 
identified by name. It was alleged that the raiders, who were the associates o f Nakul 
Mandal, wanted to avenge the murder o f the latter by Chander Yadav o f Sadhopur. All the 
20 Gangota families o f Sadhopur had left the village about a week before the incident as if 
they were aware of, and perhaps participated in, the raid. In the follow up action, the district 
police conducted a massive search operation in the Gangota villages o f diara and arrested 
thirteen people, four o f which were claimed to be the associates o f Nakul Mandal, but none 
of them were named in the First Information Report (FIR) lodged with police.22 One o f the 
victims described the raid as following:
I, on this date, 11th of August 1988, at 4.30am, in front of the Jamadar [Policej, state that last 
night around 11 pm I woke up by the sound of an uproar. When I went outside with many of 
my family members (my wife, my brother, my cousin etc.) I saw that about 150 men came from 
the side of the river [GangaJ shouting bajrang bali ki jai [victory for Bajrangbali or HanumanJ 
and attacked our houses. Few of them broke the door of [the house of[ Kamleshwari 
Yadav. . .They first shot Sahdeo Yadav and then stabbed him to death. Vijay Yadav s/o 
Kamleshwari Yadav was stabbed to death in the verandah of the house. After that they entered 
the room of Surendra Yadav and shot him dead. They also shot Kamleshwari Yadav, but he 
survived. Krishna Yadav was badly injured. After looting his [Kamleshwari Yadav’s] house, 
they came to my house. I was hiding in a room with my family. They forcibly entered the 
house by breaking its door and beat us with clubs and gun-butts. All of us were badly injured.
20 Sadhopur is a small village, 25 kms east of Bhagalpur The inhabitants are predominantly 
Yadavas, mainly rich peasants. Only 20 families, of a total of 150 families, belong to the caste of 
Gangotas, all of them landless labourers.
21 The Times o f India, 12th August 1988.
22 Hindustan (Hindi), Patna, 13th of August 1988.
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After looting my house, they moved to a different house. They also killed Vinod Yadav and 
Bhuneshwari Yadav. . . I could recognise all the above named ftenj persons, who were 
accompamed by about 150 bad characters of Athgamma, Ekvari, Chaunma, Shankarpur,
Tintanga and other diara villages. They were armed with rifles, guns and other deadly 
weapons. They remained in the village for two hours, killed six men, injured many and looted 
property worth Rs 100,000. . .They had come in three or four boats and went back to the north 
after this event.23
The above narrative is not an ordinary description of the incident, but a testimony of 
an eyewitness and a victim of the incident. Like all other testimonies that are used by the 
Indian police in criminal proceedings, this narrative carries a meticulous arrangement of facts 
of the incident. Often the urge for unambiguous description inspires police officials to alter 
the facts in order to make them relevant to the case. As the statements of the witnesses have 
significant bearing on police investigation, these have to be structured in a manner that 
would assist the latter The presentation of facts in the above quoted statement primarily 
intends to substantiate the Sections of the Indian Penal Code levelled against the ten named 
and 150 unknown persons, as may be seen in the following restructured version of the 
testimony:
Facts presented in the testimony
. .about 150 men came. ..I could recognise all the 
above named persons, who were accompanied by 
about 150 bad characters o f Athgamma, Ekvari, 
Chaunnia, Shankarpur, Tintanga and other diara 
villages.
They were armed with rifles, guns and other deadly 
weapons.
...killed six men...
They also shot Kamleshwari Yadav, but he survived. 
...beat us
. . .beat us with clubs and gun-butts weapons 
All o f us were injured with severe wounds.
... and looted property worth Rs 100,000.
Sections of IPC used in the case 
Section 147 (rioting)
Section 148 (rioting with deadly weapons)
Section 302 (murder)
Section 307 (attempt to murder)
Section 323 (voluntarily causing hurt)
Section 324 (Causing hurt by dangerous
weapons)
Section 326 (Causing grievous hurt by 
dangerous weapons)
Section 380 (Theft of Property
23 Testimony ofVijay Kant Yadav s/o Shree Pd. Yadav, Colgong Police Station, Case No. 250/88, dt. 
11/8/88
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They forcibly entered the house by breaking its Section 452 (Criminal trespass)
door...
While newspapers in general described the incident as a ‘caste feud’, the local police 
viewed it as “a result of the gang warfare going on in the area for quite some time.”24 It is 
hard to believe that hitherto a little known gang of Nakul Mandal would have more than 150 
armed members drawn from different diara villages. They definitely constituted a social 
collectivity and were directly related to the Gangota families of Sadhopur. The latter, as we 
have been told, had fled the village a week before the incident, which indicates their 
knowledge of the forthcoming event. Although, there is no way of ascertaining their direct 
involvement in the raid, they definitely belonged to the same social group as that of the 
aggressors. To identify this collectivity as a criminal gang, i.e. a group of individuals deriving 
their livelihood from crime, only demonstrates the prejudice of the local police. A parallel of 
this prejudice existed only in the colonial practice of identifying insubordinate communities 
as criminal castes and tribes. Moreover, the shouting of slogans by the offenders presents an 
exceptional behaviour for a criminal gang. In this light, the willingness of the district 
authorities to prove that the raiders constituted a gang was nothing but a rationale for the 
use of force against the latter. This becomes clear when we take into account the fact that 
while the main witness could not identify the 150 armed men, he knew their place of 
residence, and also that they were bad characters (people with criminal history). The 
reference to the names of villages in the testimony provided police officials with the 
necessary grounds to conduct a search in these villages. Although the search resulted in the 
arrest of thirteen persons, none of them were accused in the statement by the prime witness.
The Sadhopur incident lacked most of the attributes that are generally associated with 
hanseris. It did not involve any land dispute. The remarkable overtness of hanseri that is 
reflected in its prior announcement was also absent in this instance, although the fleeing 
away of the Gangotas of Sadhopur en masse some two weeks prior to the raid could have 
been interpreted as a sign of some forthcoming event. As the Gangota population of
24 The Times o f India, Patna, 13 th August 1988
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Sadhopur consisted of less than fifty adult males, the Yadavs had little reason to worry, even 
if they suspected some collective action on the part of the former There is no doubt, 
however, that the timing and scale of the raid took the victims by surprise. Despite this, the 
raid was considered to be a hanseri, since like the Shankarpur hanseri, it involved a 
communally sanctioned use of collective force. Although there was no prior announcement 
of the raid, nor did it occur in the daytime, its overtness was evident in the fact that the 
participants did not attempt to conceal their identity. On the contrary, the raid was 
accompanied by the shouting of slogans, a practice generally seen in an overt rebellion or a 
movement that draws its legitimacy from some political ideology.
The legitimacy of hanseri is undisputed in the perception of Gangotas, largely due to 
the communal sanction attached to it But this legitimacy is neither shared by the landlords 
nor approved by the law enforcement agencies. While the former consider hanseri to be a 
challenge to their authority since it seeks to reverse the existing agrarian structure of diara, 
it is interpreted as crime by the law enforcement agencies as the collective use of force 
involved in hanseri violates the legal code. The latter understanding is also reinforced by the 
fact that many Gangotas, who are on the wanted list o f the local police, participate in 
hanseris. Dhathuri Mandal, Kailash Mandal, Siri Mandal, Sudama Mandal, Nanda Mandal 
and many other wanted Gangotas are said to have participated in hanseris on a near regular 
basis. While kins and members of the village community have been preferred categories, 
some of these ‘criminals’ are said to even have participated in hanseris only in response to a 
request for help. Kailash Mandal, who was perhaps the most popular figure in diara during 
the 1970s, is said to have helped many Gangota cultivators to reclaim their holdings from 
the possession of landlords
Kailash never turned down any request for help. He took part in countless hanseris. And when
police started following his trail, he sent his men. The utterance of his name was sufficient to
make a landlord to tremble like a leaf.25
25 Ramkishore Mandal, Shankarpur.
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In fact, it was his participation in a hanseri in 1971 that changed Kailash from a little 
known Gangota cultivator to one of the most prominent figures in diara He had led a group 
of cultivators against Siyasharan Chaudhari, a famous landlord of Bihpur While resisting 
this attempt, Chaudhari and two of his relatives were killed The incident shocked the entire 
district since Chaudhari had the reputation of being “the moustache of Bhumihars.”26 His 
demise was interpreted as a general threat to the authority of landlords in diara Soon after 
this incident, the name of Kailash was placed on the wanted list o f the district police. But for 
the members of diara community the incident marked the advent of an avatar (incarnation). 
In this sense Kailash was comparable only to Sailes Bhagat.27 He participated in numerous 
hanseris, sometimes to the assistance of the cultivators he barely knew Not only was he 
welcome in the Gangota villages of diara, but also a request for assistance from Kailash was 
considered to be a favour by the members of his community.
While in legal terms such a support could be interpreted as the offence of aiding and 
abetting criminals,28 for the residents of diara it is an integrated element of communal 
solidarity that perpetrates through the networks of jatiari, gotiari, bhaiyari and kutumaiti 
The strength o f this solidarity is clearly evident in the fact that the members of the 
community have little hesitation in participating in hanseri, despite their awareness of the 
adverse consequences associated with an act of violence. Many Gangotas have lost their 
lives as a consequence of their participation in hanseri. In 1981, Ganpat Mandal of the diara 
village of Raghopur participated in a hanseri over some 107 bighas of land in possession of 
the Sahu family (Ramgulam Sahu) of Parbatta. The hanseri was successful but after a few 
weeks Ganpat was shot dead by some unidentified people. Although the local police 
presumed this killing to be a result of a gang dispute, since Gangpat was allegedly involved 
in criminal activities, the local residents of diara believe that this was done by a group of
26 Satyanarain Chaudhari, op. cit., Here, moustache symbolises indomitable courage or manliness.
27 A mythical hero of diara with whom Kailash has been compared in a Gangota ballad called Diro 
Dev (The God of Diara). A detailed analysis of this ballad has been attempted in Chapter IV.
28 Chapter V, Indian Penal Code, Act XLV of 1860.
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assassins hired by Sahu.29 While the loss of life is a possibility for the participants of a 
hanseri, the legal consequences, i.e of prosecution resulting from the offence of rioting, are 
immanent. Conformity to the communal code makes the participants violate the legal code. 
Thus, hanseri is not merely an act of resistance against the authority of landlords, but also 
defies the legal code, and thereby the authority of the modem civil state.
2.Dacoity: Weapon of the Weak
Not every act of Gangota violence involves the overt manifestation of defiance that is 
commonly seen in hanseri There are occasions when the collective use of force has neither 
occurred in the broad daylight nor been known to the adversary in advance The scale of 
participation in these incidents compared to hanseri is small and the participants generally 
attempt to conceal their identity. Also, despite their roots in the agrarian relations, such 
incidents o f collective violence do not involve any land-claim. This form of violence is 
identified as dacoity, since they are accompanied by the appropriation of movable property. 
However, not all the incidents of dacoity can be interpreted as resistance despite their 
general opposition to the legal code. An incident of dacoity would qualify to be an act of 
resistance only if the offender and victim have another relationship in which the latter 
commands a dominant position. To illustrate this, we may take into account the Sahebganj 
(Bhagalpur) dacoity, which was committed by a sharecropper o f Shankarpur and his 
associates.
I live in Sahebganj with my family. This evening when I was watching TV at around 7 ,30pm, 
three men entered my room. All of them had their faces covered with gamchhas la thin cloth 
used as towel by the rural people] and two were armed with pistols. . .I could recognise one 
person by his voice. He is Pramod Mandal, son of Bhusali Mandal, resident of Shankarpur 
village. . .My wife and daughter were cooking and my son was studying in his room. . .One of 
them pulled my son out of his room and hit him on his head with a gun. Then Pramod Mandal 
asked one of his men to go to the kitchen. As this dacoit entered the kitchen, my daughter ran 
out in the courtyard and started shouting for help. Pramod Mandal shot at her. She died 
instantly . They took cash and valuables worth Rs. 10,000. . .There were fifteen of them, who
29 He was killed on 31 Aug. 1981. Interview, Ramikishore Mandal, op. cit.
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were between 19-30 years of age. 1 think they belong to the same diara gang, which has been a
terror in the area for sometime.30
The above statement was made by Dr Valmiki Singh, a resident of the Sahebganj 
suburb of Bhagalpur. On the basis of this statement, the local police registered a case of 
dacoity with murder After a few days, police arrested Pramod Mandal, a resident of 
Shankarpur and charged him under Section 396 of Indian Penal Code and Sections 25A & 
26 Arms Act (Possession of illegal arms).31 While the victim claimed Pramod Mandal to be 
the member of a diara gang, according to the residents of Shankarpur he was a bataidar of 
Valmiki Singh. The two had been having trouble for sometime over the sharing of the 
produce. According to Suchit, the elder brother of Pramod, the output of the land under 
sharecropping was very small in the previous two crops. But Valmiki Singh, who had 
purchased this land only five years earlier, and, hence, had little understanding of the 
productivity cycle of diara lands32, attributed the decrease in his share to the dishonesty of 
his bataidar. He demanded Rs. 1600 as compensation, which was unacceptable to Pramod 
He decided not to cultivate Singh's land in the future. Valmiki Singh was unable to find a 
suitable bataidar as all the cultivators of Shankarpur had refused to engage in any contract 
with him. A servant of Valmiki Singh arrived in Shankarpur with the message that his malik 
(Singh) wanted to see Pramod in Bhagalpur at his house. In retort, Pramod said that if Singh 
is so eager to see him, then he should visit Shankarpur After a few days, when Suchit went 
to Bhagalpur to deliver milk, the men of Valmiki Singh abducted him and took him to an 
isolated place, where he was tied to a pole and beaten with clubs and chains. In a semi­
conscious state, he heard Singh saying that if Pramod did not pay the compensation amount 
soon, not a single person in his family would remain alive. The incident was not reported, 
since the residents o f Shankarpur had little faith in the willingness of police to act upon 
complaint of a Gangota, especially against a high-caste landlord. Any such action, according
30 Bhagalpur Sadar Police Station, Case No. 13/89, dt. 13-1-89, Section 396, IPC and 25A & 26 Arms 
Act.
31 Bail Application No. 55/90, Bhagalpur District Court Records, District Records Room, Bhagalpur
32 The natural productivity of diara lands follows a five year cycle, of which two years are of low 
yield. Although mixed cropping is practiced by diara cultivators, it compensates only for a part of the 
fluctuation caused by natural productivity cycle.
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to Suchit, would have only resulted in his harassment and extortion by police.33 An overt use 
of collective force like hanseri must have been ruled out for two reasons: first, there was no 
land-dispute involved, and second, the urban dwelling of Valmiki Singh in Bhagalpur would 
have made it impossible to launch a raid similar to that of Sadhopur. There could neither 
have been any prior announcement of the act, nor could it have any delimited scale of 
participation.
In the existing bataidari relationship, there was little scope for Pramod to use force 
against his malik, since the authority of Singh was derived not only from his status of malik, 
but also from his caste-background of Bhumihar Brahmans, a community that constitutes the 
uppermost stratum of the local hierarchy. Against such an authority, the ultimate form of 
resistance constitutes acts of disobedience, which carries as great a significance as any act of 
rebellion. Precisely, this occurred when Pramod refused to meet Singh at the latter’s house. 
It was this act of disobedience that led Singh to exercise force in an attempt to re-establish 
his authority. The use of physical violence against cultivators, especially Gangotas, was 
common during the bygone zamindari period, but zamindars used to employ lathials and 
strongmen on a permanent basis, partly in apprehension of reprisal by their raiyats 34 This 
essential condition of dominance was only partially met by Singh While he was capable of 
exercising force against his Gangota bataidar, he had little protection against any retaliatory 
violence. This may be attributed to the fact that for an absentee landlord with urban 
dwellings, the maintenance of a permanent troop of lathials would have been considered an 
unnecessary expense, especially in the light o f the presence of a vigilant city police
33 At the time of the incident the researcher was present in the village. However, it was only after the 
arrest of Pramod that the whole story was revealed to him by Suchit Mandal, the elder brother of 
Pramod, who could barely move at the time of the interview (18 Jan 1989). Understandibly, he claimed 
a complete lack of information about the occurrence of the dacoity at Singh's house.
34 The employment of lathials by the zamindars is a well-documented feature of zamindari system in 
the region. In the work of Henningham, we come across numerous references to the use of lathials in 
the collection of rent as well as in the suppression of resistance of raiyats. While the size of the 
personal army of zamindars varied according to the expanse of their respective estates, it was only 
Harry Grant, the zamindar of Shankarpur and Narayanpur, who employed ex-army Gurkhas. See, 
Stephen Henningham, Peasant Movements in Colonial India, op. cit., p.5 Iff.
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Although, this arrangement was reasonable in providing security against any overt raid, it 
proved to be of little use against the silent invasion of his premises.
On the other hand, the absence of any scope for violent resistance in the bataidari 
relationship made it necessary for the Gangota cultivator to establish another relationship 
with his malik that would allow the reversal of their respective roles. The dacoity at the 
house of Singh facilitated this reversal of roles, since Valmiki Singh, who was otherwise 
dominant to the aggressors, became a victim. However, the inversion of power relations 
accomplished through dacoity lasted no longer than the act itself. The momentary nature of 
this mode of resistance was not beyond the comprehension of the participants, as evident in 
the fact that all o f them had their faces covered. According to the local police, the attempt to 
conceal identity is common among dacoits, which clearly indicates that the offence has been 
committed by the individuals known to the victims.
Rarely a dacoity is committed without connivance of a person known to the household. Ninety- 
nine out of a hundred dacoities are either committed by or made possible with the cooperation 
of the servants, hanvahas (ploughman, here agrarian workers), dahiyars (milkmen from 
diard), enemies or somebody well-known to the victim. Even those committed by professional 
gangs, some insider plays the role of informer 35
Although the full significance of this wisdom could only be appreciated by the qualified 
criminologists, this clearly reflects that even in the perception of the police officials, dacoity 
is more than a violent offence against property. In this mode of violence the victims and the 
aggressors are often found to be having a prior knowledge of each other, generally by means 
of an unequal relationship. Domestic servants, agrarian workers and milkmen constitute 
more or less the same stratum of subordination, which is subjected to variable degrees of 
coercive dominance, without any scope for overt resistance. The use of force by a malik 
(employer) is frequent and accepted as normal in the region, as there is little evidence to 
suggest the presence of any social or official intervention to prevent such an exercise. In 
fact, a periodic application of force is considered essential to maintain control over the 
subordinate agrarian workers, especially if they are Gangotas:
35 Interview, R. K. Prasad, DSP Bhagalpur, op. cit.
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Gangota dengailai, na ghura dengailai
A Gangota is like a ghura (bonfire), since both require use of a stick (to be 
kept under control | 36
In principle, a Gangota worker or sharecropper is free to walk out of any coercive 
employment. However, this would not necessarily end his subjection to the exercise of force, 
as evident in the case of Pramod This may be attributed to the fact that although coercion is 
inscribed in the mahk-bataidar hahvaha relationship, it does not arise from the relationship 
itself, but from the general distribution of power in the local hierarchy. In other words, the 
subjection of a Gangota worker to coercion does not rest in his subordinate status in the 
employment relationship, rather in his inferior social background. In such a situation, the 
subordinate cannot resort to any overt act of resistance unless he is capable of surviving 
outside, and in opposition to, his malik’s domain of control. A large number of Gangotas 
cannot fulfil this criterion, since they have to depend on their respective landlords for their 
livelihood As a consequence, they have to resort to a mode of resistance that would allow 
them to remain anonymous, or to project a different identity, generally of a notorious gang. 
During the late 1970s, there were numerous dacoities committed in the name of Kailash 
Mandal. To the utter amazement of the local police, victims from different locations, 
sometimes thirty kilometres apart, complained about being robbed by the gang of Kailash 
Mandal on the same night.37 Such incredible feats only reinforced the mythological belief 
that Kailash was blessed by Devi, a local feminine deity.38 The claim of association with a 
notorious gang has been useful for dacoits in more than one sense. By doing so they could 
maintain their anonymity as well as enhancing the impact of their act, which would otherwise 
have been impossible considering their limited collective strength.39 Many of these identities
36 Interview Satyanarain Chaudhari, op. cit
37 Interview DSP, Bhagalpur, op. cit.
38 Interview with Ramkishore Mandal, Shankarpur, op.cit.
39 It seems that by using the name of a ‘notorious gang’, these dacoits actually attempted to claim 
links with a collectivity. A somewhat similar practice has been documented by E. P. Thompson, in the 
context of the eighteenth century England. While analysing the crime of anonymous threatening letters 
Thompson notes, “Even small-time blackmailers tried to present themselves as one of a gang’ or 
confederacy . . . (The anonymous letters) adopt a similar tone and manner of address, distinguished by the 
pronoun w e’ ” See, E. P. Thompson, “The Crime of Anonymity” in Thompson et. al Albion 's Fatal 
Tree, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977, pp.269, 273.
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have come from the most wanted criminals, which have been considered to be great threats 
by the local elites. The terror associated with these gangs, which are generally known by the 
name of their leaders, is easily channelised by the subordinate-tumed-dacoit to weaken the 
resistance of the victims, who have already been startled by the nocturnal raid Also, given 
the small scale of participation, there is very little time and effort required in the organisation 
of dacoity. Hence, it specially suits those Gangotas who are unable to match the superior 
strength of their maliks in broad daylight.
While the participation of Gangotas in dacoities is not a disputed issue, many are often 
falsely implicated. In one such incident, Ramadhin Mandal and Bhola Mandal along with five 
others40 of Ekchari village under Colgong Police Station were accused of robbing Garib 
Shah, a local moneylender, of his watch. In his complaint, Shah claimed to have identified all 
the accused The incident was reported to have taken place at about 6pm near the Middle 
School of the village. Two of the accused were allegedly armed with bharnathis (country- 
made pistols) while the rest had knives and clubs. They removed the watch (valued at 
Rs.305) of the victim and then fled away. Garib Shah also added, “The above named persons 
are notorious criminals, with no regard for law and order. They are professional thieves and 
dacoits and live by looting the property of other people If no legal action is taken against 
this criminal gang, it would be impossible for the people of the area to live life peacefully.”41 
It is difficult to believe that seven men would plan a dacoity just to appropriate a watch. 
Moreover, according to the report the accused did not attempt to conceal their identity, 
despite the fact that all o f them were known to the victim. In fact, the incident never took 
place The sole motive behind Shah’s complaint was to harass a Gangota family of Ekchari 
As can be seen in the following diagram, Bhola, Ramadhin, Tuntun, Rajendra and Wakil 
came from the same family, while Radhe and Dukha are friends of Tuntun.
40 The following persons were named in the original complaint: Ramadhin Mandal son of Jaggu 
Mandal, Tuntun Mandal s/o Jaggu Mandal, Rajendra Mandal s/o Brahmadeo Mandal, Wakil Mandal 
s/o Brahmadeo Mandal, Bhola Mandal s/o Bhagwan Mandal, Radhe Mandal s/o Dukha Mandal and 
Pairu Mandal s/o unknown. Colgong Police Station Case No. 335/88, dt. 17 Nov. 1988
41 ibid.
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According to Tuntun Mandal, Jaggu (his father) had borrowed money from the Shah 
family, which was repaid with interest during the life time of Jaggu. One day, Garib Shah 
came to Ramadhin (Jaggu’s son) with a document, which showed that Jaggu Mandal had 
borrowed a sum of Rs.275 from Vishwanath Shah (the father of Garib Shah) some twenty- 
three years ago. The document did have a thumb-print, which Shah claimed to be that of 
Jaggu's. As Jaggu had never mentioned any such debt to anybody in the family, the 
document was interpreted as a forgery. Ramadhin and Bhola refused to acknowledge the 
debt and Shah called them chor (thieves). Bhola lost his temper and slapped Garib Shah in 
front of many onlookers Shah went away saying that they would have to pay for this The 
dacoity case was seen as a revenge by him. Also, if all the male members of the family were 
sent to prison, it would have been easier for Shah to persuade the females of the family to 
transfer the title of the land.42
It is difficult to ascertain whether Jaggu had owed any money to the Shah family or 
not. Considering the usages among village moneylenders, it seems unlikely that either 
Vishwanath Shah or his son would have forgotten to collect their dues from a Gangota 
cultivator. What is more likely is that Garib Shah came across a plain sheet of paper with the 
thumb-print o f Jaggu, which he decided to exploit.43 As such documents have little legal 
validity unless executed in front of a Magistrate, Shah had no scope of getting any money 
through judicial procedures. The only way he could succeed in his intentions was either 
through social persuasion or through intimidation. As the male members refused to
42 Interview, Tuntun Mandal, Bhagalpur, 16 Dec. 1989
43 According to Tuntun Mandal, it was a common practice among the local moneylenders to ask a 
borrower to sign or put thumb-print on a plain sheet of paper before lending any money.
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acknowledge the existence of any debt, he decided to frame them in a case of dacoity, which 
would have sent them to prison clearing the way for him to persuade the female members of 
the family. Even if the accused were acquitted, the costs of legal procedures would have 
eroded the economic base of the family, leaving it defenceless. The practice of framing 
cultivators in dacoity cases has been more common among the landlords, who found it an 
easy way to weaken the resistance of raiyats. In colonial documents we occasionally come 
across instances of raiyats being framed in dacoity cases. Harry Grant, one of the early 
zamindars o f Shankarpur, is said to have resorted to this practice against his raiyats
Three dacoities took place in village Bishunpur lof diara] on the 7th December 1918 In the 
first information [FIR or First Information Reportl no accused was named but as soon as the 
police came to the scene, Mr. Grant's men managed to put down the names of the Sonbarsa 
raiyats and had their houses searched. It subsequently transpired from the confession of an 
accused in another dacoity case that they committed the dacoities in Bishunpur 44
The available information is too limited to ascertain the number of Gangotas falsely 
implicated in dacoity cases, but this must be by no means small, considering the fact that the 
diara community carries a negative image in the region. As for the individuals on the wanted 
list o f the local police, the number of cases against them are always higher than they have 
actually committed According to a relative and an associate of Kailash Mandal, the total 
number o f offences (including dacoities) committed by the group was only seventy-three, 
whereas Kailash and his associates were wanted in connection with more than three hundred 
cases 45 It is possible that many of these were unsolved incidents of crime that police 
ascribed to the gang of Kailash Mandal. As unsolved criminal incidents are considered a sign 
of the inefficiency of investigating police officials, they are under considerable pressure from 
their superiors to produce results. This pressure often leads them to name the known 
criminals as culprits in the unsolved criminal cases. In an exchange of fire with police, Anant
44 Home Department (Poll.) N o.315/1922, National Archives o f India (henceforth NAI), New Delhi., 
“Note on Sonbarsa”, para 10. Also see, Henningham, op.cit., p.53
45 Interview Vasudev Mandal, 17 August 1989. As Vasudev Mandal was an associate of Kailash ever 
since he participated in Bihpur hanseri, the information for actual offences should be considered 
authentic. However, it seems unlikely that Vasudev would have correct information on the cases in 
which Kailash was wanted by the police of three districts.
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Mandal o f the diara village o f Bishunpur was killed in 1985.46 He was facing about a dozen 
charges, ranging from the possession o f illegal firearms to dacoity and murder 47 A few 
months after this incident, Anant Mandal was reported to have stabbed a marwari grain 
merchant o f Sabour to death 48 This clearly reflects that wanted criminals are often made 
scapegoats by the junior police officials. To some extent, this is facilitated by the concept o f  
gang. It is easier for police to assign an unsolved crime to some gang (or to any o f its 
member), which has a presumed criminality.49
Ever since its introduction by the colonial regime, the notion o f gang has held a 
significant position in the administration o f criminal justice in India, especially in the 
identification o f collectivities whose practices fall outside the domain o f  rule o f law. The 
indiscriminate application o f this term in the legal discourse has not left any scope for 
distinction between the urban based criminal leagues engaged in smuggling, drug-peddling 
extortion and gambling on the one hand, and the agrarian collectivities taking up arms 
against their oppressors on the other. Perhaps the only exception to this usage exists in the 
case o f 'terrorist' groups that are distinguished from gangs on the basis o f the presence of 
some formal political agenda in the former. Although, the Naxalite groups like Maoist 
Communist Centre (active in Nawada and Jehanabad districts o f Bihar) have been subject to
46 Nathnagar Police Station, Case No. 46/85, under Sections 307,353,399 and 402 of Indian Penal 
Code, and Sections 25A, 26, 27 of Arms Act.
47 Nathnagar Police Station Case No. 6/79 (under Section 25A/26 Arms Act); Case No. 147/81 
(under Section 379 IPC); Case No. 142/83 (under Section 379 IPC and 27 Arms Act); Case No. 77/84 
(Section 395 IPC) and Case No. 24/85 (under Sections 120B, 302, 307 and 334 IPC and 27 Arms Act). 
In addition, Anant Mandal was facing several other charges in different police stations of the district.
48 Interview R.K.Prasad, DSP Bhagalpur, op.cit. According to him, the investigating Sub Inspector of 
Sabour Police Station, who was later put under suspension, even claimed the existence of an eye­
witness.
49 The term was introduced by the colonial regime to identify and prosecute collectivities that failed 
to observe the then newly introduced rule of law. In colonial writings, early colonisers have been 
praised for their efforts and zeal to suppress the gangs of dacoits and thugs. While describing dacoity, 
John Kaye wrote: “It was no new thing to the comprehension of English residents in India at this time 
that robberies, attended with violence, often, indeed, with murder, were frequently committed in 
dwelling-houses by gangs of armed men. For three-quarters of a century had these gang-robbers been 
known as Dakoits, and every one in India, or, indeed, every one with the commonest knowledge of 
India and her affairs, knew well that Dakoitee, or gang-robbery, was a crime of very frequent 
occurrence in all parts of Hindostan.” See, John William Kaye, The Administration of the East India 
Company, London: Richard Bentley, 1853, p.380.
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a similar exercise of official force, unlike Gangota groups, they always have had 
representation, however minor, in the national media While for a section of the urban based 
Marxist intellectuals the agenda of Naxalite groups has some meaning, the resistance of 
Gangotas in the absence o f any formal political label has been registered as nothing but 
crime Due to the lack of any representation in the urban intellectual domain, the official 
classification of Gangota groups as gangs is accepted without any dispute in the national 
media. However, what is described as a gang in the police registers is often not an 
association of individuals driven by criminal motives, but a cohesive social group reinforced 
by kinship relationships The significance of kinship solidarity is reflected in the case of the 
two most ‘notorious gangs’ of diara. The first of these was the ‘gang’ of Siri Mandal, which 
is mentioned in the last gazetteer of Bhagalpur for its notoriety.50The group was particularly 
active during the period 1945-55.51 Initially, Siri was just a member of the ‘gang’ and it was 
not until the murder of Vishnu by some unknown persons that he became the head of the 
family.52 His brother Amarnath was killed during an attempted dacoity in 1954. The eldest 
son of Vishnu died due to the wounds received in a scuffle in Bhagalpur, while Sikandar was 
murdered by the men of a bania moneylender. Only Siri and Jaiprakash survived of the 
males of their generation in the family.
50 In a list of the eleven most notorious ‘gangs’, “Siri Gangota’s Gang of Nathnagar P S ” is at the 
second place in P. C. Roy Chaudhury, Bihar District Gazetteers: Bhagalpur, Patna: Govt, of Bihar 
Publication, 1962, p.410.
51 At the time of the fieldwork, Siri (Sirhi pronounced in the diara dialect) was suffering from the 
loss of memory due to old age and most of the information regarding his group was provided by his 
relatives.
52 His accession to leadership was largely caused by the fact that at the time he was the eldest male 
alive among the descendants of Bhadai Mandal. Interview, Ramkishore Mandal, op. cit.
ABhadai
94
A similar role of kinship ties may be seen in the case of the ‘gang’ of Kailash Mandal. 
His chief associate was Vasudev, who also happened to be his wife's brother, as may be seen 
in the following diagram. His sister's son was Sudama, who, though close to Kailash, 
decided to form his own group When Kailash was killed in an encounter with police, 
Vasudev took charge of the group. In 1981, Vasudev was arrested but the evidence against 
him was too weak to get him convicted. In frustration, a few police officials decided to pour 
acid into the eyes of Vasudev and a few other ‘hardened criminals’ that were in police- 
custody.53 Having lost his eyes, Vasudev had no alternative but to retire from the active life 
The responsibility of the group shifted to Pancha, who continued to be the nightmare of the 
local landlords until 1988, when he was killed with two of his associates in an exchange of 
fire with police.
A unique feature of this group was that many of its members (e g. Garib Yadav, Kailu 
Manjhi) came from communities other than Gangota. The absence of a common communal 
identity was, however, compensated by the fact that all of them were from diara itself 
(territorial solidarity), and the prevalence of bhaiyan (brotherhood) allowed for a solidarity 
in the group generally found in the actual kinship relationships.
Compared to hanseri, the participation in dacoity has been more exclusive, yet the 
organisation of both has drawn on the local kinship usages of jatiari, gotiari, bhaiyari and 
kutumaiti. While the existence of kinship bonds, actual as well as supposed, has allowed
53 What came to be known in the national media as “The Bhagalpur Blindings” was a jealously 
guarded secret of the police department. The incident remained unreported for a couple of years, and 
was revealed only due to the internal rivalry of the senior police officials. The DIG (Deputy Inspector 
General) of Bhagalpur, who would have been held responsible for the incident, was promoted to the 
post of the Inspector General (the highest post in the provincial police) superseding a few of his senior 
colleagues, which has been attributed to the fact that he happened to be a relative of the then Chief 
Minister of Bihar. To the great embarrasment of the ruling Congress party, one of the dissatisfied 
officials leaked the information to Indian Express, a national daily.
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maintenance o f solidarity among the members of a Gangota group, it has also been 
responsible for their representation as ‘hereditary criminals’, a construct as old as the 
introduction of rule of law in the subcontinent itself While reflecting upon the administration 
of criminal justice in India, an experienced colonial official remarked, “It should be borne in 
mind that a vast amount of crime committed in India is hereditary, and has been so for 
generations upon generations. Thus the native guilty of such deeds do not imagine that they 
are committing any heinous offence, in as much as it is a natural result o f their birth.” 54 In 
order to suppress the activities of the hereditary criminals, the early colonisers resorted to 
stringent measures, which were difficult to be rationalised in terms of the judicial usages of 
England at the time. The justification for these measures, hence, necessiated a distinction 
between the English robber and the Indian dacoit.
The Dakoits of Bengal are not, like the robbers in England, individuals driven to such 
desperate courses by sudden want. They are robbers by profession, and even by birth; they are 
formed into regular communities, and their families subsist by the spoils which they bring 
home to them; they are all, therefore, alike criminal wretches who have placed themselves in a 
state of declared war with Government, and are, therefore, wholly excluded from every benefit 
of its laws.55
As evident in the statement, Warren Hastings, the first Governor General of India did 
acknowledge the element of protest in dacoity. Not only were dacoits interpreted as 
criminals by birth, but also they had placed themselves in a state o f declared war with 
Government This ambiguous interpretation of dacoity reflects the essential nature of the 
colonial rule of law, in which crime and rebellion were indistinguishable 56 The political 
significance of dacoity was evident in the promptness and rigour that was demonstrated by 
the colonial attempt to suppress it. Stringent punitive measures were adopted in the form of
54 H. L. Adam, The Indian Criminal, London: John Milne, 1909, p. 11.(emphasis mine). Also, see, W. 
W. Hunter, Annals o f  Rural Bengal, London, 1897, pp.72-4, Kaye, op.cit., p.382 and E. C. Cox, Police 
and Crime in India, London: Stanley Paul & Co., 1911. p.208.
55 Warren Hastings, Letter from the Committee of Circuit to the Council of Fort William at 
Cossimbazaar, 15 Aug. 1772. Quoted by Kaye, ibid, p.382.
56 David Arnold is of the opinion that “crime, especially violent and collective crime, like dacoity and 
looting, was interpreted by colonial officials as a form of defiance and contempt for state authority and 
hence seen to have almost as political a signification as any overt act of rebellion.” See, his Police 
Power and Colonial Rule, Delhi: Oxford University Press (henceforth, OUP), 1986, p. 131.
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General Regulations for the Administration of Justice, 1772, and it was proclaimed that not 
only should every dacoit be “executed in all the forms and terrors of the law in his native 
village”, but that the village should be fined “according to the enormity of the crime, each 
inhabitant according to his substance, and that the family of the criminal should become the 
slaves of the state, and be disposed of for the benefit of the people according to the 
discretion of the Government.”57At a time when slavery had lost favour of the English 
lawmakers and political thinkers, it was introduced in India as an integral element of the 
colonial justice. Rather than being a impulsive decision taken by some individual, the 
enslavement o f the innocent family members of the dacoits was recommended only after a 
careful consideration by the body of individuals responsible for the formulation of colonial 
policy, and hence the General Regulations were accompanied by the following note as a way 
of rationalisation.
We have judged it necessary to add to the regulations a proposal for the suppression and 
extirpation of Dakoits, which will appear to be dictated by a spirit of rigor and violence very 
different from the caution and lenity of our other propositions, as it in some respects involves 
innocent with the guilty. We wish a milder expedient could be suggested, but we much fear 
that this evil has acquired a great degree of strength from the tenderness and moderation 
which our Government has exercised towards these banditti, since it has interfered with the 
internal protection of the provinces. We confess that the means which we propose can in 
nowise be reconcileable to the spirit of our own constitution; but till that of Bengal shall attain 
the same perfection, no conclusion can be drawn from the English laws that can properly be 
applied to the manners or state of this country...his [dacoit's] family deprived of their liberty, 
and separated for ever from each other, every passion which before served as an incentive to 
guilt, now becomes subservient to the purposes of the society, by turning them from a vocation 
in which all they hold dear, besides life, become forfeited by their conviction; at the same time 
their families, instead of being lost to the community, are made useful members of it by being 
adopted into those of the more civilised inhabitants. The ideas of slavery, borrowed from our 
American colonies, will make every modification of it appear, in the eyes of our own 
countrymen in England, a horrible evil. But it is far otherwise in this country; here slaves are 
treated as the children of the families to which they belong, and often acquire a much happier 
state by their slavery than they could have hoped for by the enjoyment of liberty, so that in 
effect the apparent rigor thus exercised on the children of convicted robbers, will be no more 
than a change of condition, by which they will be no sufferers, though it will operate as a 
warning on others, and is the only means which we can imagine capable of dissipating these 
desperate and abandoned societies which subsist on the distress of the general community 58
57 Hunter, op.cit., p.73. Kaye, op.cit., p.381
58 Kaye, ibid, pp. 381-2
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The statement suffers from an obvious contradiction. If enslavement of family could 
make its members better off, then how could this be a measure to suppress dacoity? This 
logical fallacy clearly reflects the dilemma of the colonisers resulting from the contradiction 
between the English political morality of the time and its practice in British colonies. The 
available evidence suggests that despite the application of severe measures under the 
General Regulations, dacoity could not be suppressed. As observed by Hunter, “In spite of 
these severities, however, Dacoitee continued to flourish for more than three-quarters of a 
century in Bengal. The Dacoits generally effected their depredations in bands of five to one 
hundred. . .” 59 In colonial writings, the inability of the colonial administration to restrain the 
nefarious activities of dacoits was either attributed to the corruption of the native police 
officials like thanadars and darogas60, or to the greater capability of dacoits to adapt to the 
evolving legal structure. One of the colonial historians noted, “It is a distinguishing feature 
of the practice of these professional depredators that they adapt their ways, with wonderful 
precision, to the legal machinery which is brought to bear upon them - that they even turn 
the very engine which is designed for their destruction, into an instrument of defence. They 
adapt their organisation to our own, and the more intricate it is the greater are their chances 
o f evasion and escape... What ever we have done, indeed, the Dakoits have turned our doings 
to their own uses - our revenue system, our police system, our judicial system, have all been 
impressed into their service. Whatever may have been our administrative organisation, they 
have adapted to it, with consummate skill, the organisation of their criminal leagues, and 
out-manoeuvred us at all points.” 61 It was also alleged that many dacoits received patronage 
from zamindars, with whom they shared a portion of their spoils. One historian has argued 
that until the end of the eighteenth century dacoities were mainly committed by sanyasis 
(Indian ascetics), fakirs (Muslim ascetics) and chuars (semi-tribals), and after the
59 Hunter, Annals o f  Rural Bengal, op.cit., p.73,
60 W. H. Sleeman, Rambles and Recollections o f  an Indian Official, first published 1844, New 
Edition 1915 OUP. London, pp. 546-60. He wrote, “It is a common practice with Thanadars all over 
the country to connive at the residence within their jurisdiction of gangs of robbers, on the condition 
that they shall not rob within those limits, and shall give them a share of what they bring back from 
their distant expeditions.” (p.556). Also, see, John McLane, “Bengali Bandits, Police and Landlords 
after the Permanent Settlement”, in Anand Yang (ed ), Crime and Criminality in British India,
University of Arizona Press. Tuscan, 1985, pp.40-1.
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introduction of Permanent Settlement these categories were replaced by a new breed of 
dacoits consisting of “lowland villagers acting in concert with zamindars and local 
officials ,”62 While there is no dispute about the fact that sanyasis and chuars were treated as 
major problems, the inference that lowland villagers arrived on the scene only after the 
introduction of Permanent Settlement is not correct. In fact, as we have noted earlier, the 
General Regulations of 1772 were primarily designed to suppress dacoits who lived in the 
‘villages up the Ganges’. There was, however, a widespread increase in dacoity following 
the Permanent Settlement, which had not only led to the impoverishment of the cultivators 
of Bengal, but also to their subjection to the domination of zamindars. As this coercive 
domination received full support of the colonial rule o f law, the raiyats had no alternative 
but to resort to a mode of resistance that would allow them to remain anonymous.
Although the community of Gangotas is not specifically mentioned in the colonial 
writings, the diara villages inhabited by this community were a matter of great concern for 
the colonial regime Describing the ‘lawlessness’ o f the early colonial period, one of the 
colonial historians remarked, “for a hundred miles along the Ganges, no boat dared to moor 
after dark on the southern bank, the mails were constantly robbed, treasure parties were cut 
off; all traffic on the imperial road for a time ceased, and a line of crumbling forts stretching 
south-west from Bhaugulpur still witness the insecurity of life and property in the old 
debatable land.”63 Numerous references were made in colonial reports about the “intolerable 
nuisance” created by “the river-pirates of Colgong.”64 The establishment o f rule of law in the 
district proved to be an extremely difficult task for the early colonial officials, since “Gang 
robbery and river dakaiti were extremely prevalent. A body of river dakaits, on being 
convicted of the murder of a wealthy Musalman gentleman proceeding to Dacca, confessed 
to having killed in their raids forty persons on merchant and passenger boats during the two
61 Kaye, op.cit., pp.395-6.
62 John McLane, op. cit., p.29. McLane has drawn his conclusion from a letter of the Court of Circuit 
to the Governor General (dt. 4 August 1797) and the Fifth Report (from the Select Committee of the 
House of Commons, 1812).
63 ibid, p.75
64 J. Byrne, Bengal District Gazetteers: Bhagalpur, Govt, publication: Calcutta : 1911, p. 146
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previous months ”65 The ‘troubles’ created by the ‘lawless’ communities sometimes made it 
impossible for the colonial officials to comprehend the very geography of the district they 
administered
The exact boundaries of the District (Bhagalpur], at this period, towards the south and the 
west, cannot be determined, as the whole line of the country lying between parganas of 
Bhagalpur and Colgong and the hills, was rendered unsettled by the inroads and disturbances 
of the aboriginal tribes.66
The disregard for the new regime was so strong that in May 1778, “some tents 
belonging to the Collector were carried off from within a few miles of the civil station of 
Bhagalpur.”67 Augustus Cleveland, the first British collector of Bhagalpur, was widely 
appreciated for his attempts to pacify the rebellious tribes o f the district, which he could only 
do by appointing their leaders as ghatwals (or ghatwar, literally, protector of the pass). 
These ghatwals also received cultivable land and recognition of their traditional authority, 
and in return they were supposed to deter any raid from the southern hills of the district. The 
stone inscription erected in the memory of Cleveland reflects the existence of colonial 
aspiration for hegemony. It claims that Cleveland
. .attempted and accomplished the entire subjection of the lawless and savage inhabitants of the 
jimgleterry of Rajmahall, who had long infested the neighbouring lands by their predatory 
incursions, inspired them with a taste for the arts of civilised life, and attached them to the 
British government by a conquest over their minds - the most permanent, as the most rational, 
mode of dominion.68 #
However, the elation at the victory o f ‘the most rational mode of dominion’ proved to 
be short-lived, as the administrative successors of Cleveland were always busy in 
suppressing the insurgent activities of the agrarian population of the district. The cherished 
dream of ‘a conquest over their minds’ remained unfulfilled, especially in context of the 
indigenous communities of diara (Mallahs and Gangotas), who had always been known for
65 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account o f Bengal, vol.xiv (Bhagalpur & Santal Parganas), London: 
Trubner, 1875-77, p.19
66 Hunter, Annals o f Rural Bengal, op. cit., p 18
67 ibid, p. 19
68 Inscription on the Cleveland Memorial, Bhagalpur.
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their disregard for authority. In a sense, the representation of Kaivarta dasyns (8th-12th 
century)69 that existed in the discourses of the indigenous elites was reproduced in the 
colonial theme of ‘river-pirates’. Dacoity, as the indigenous origin of the term would 
suggest, had always been a cause of concern for the local elites, who were distinct from the 
local population in terms of ethnicity, culture and language, apart from being immigrants to 
the region However, the understanding of dacoity within the antagonistic framework of the 
indigenous society had little to share with its representation in the colonial discourse. It was 
seen as a direct threat to the colonial rule of law and was treated accordingly. All through 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the district officials of Bhagalpur remained 
engaged in the maintenance of order, which was extremely difficult considering the frequent 
raids by the tribals of the southern part of the district and the existence of the ‘river-pirates’
The Regulations of 1772 proved to be completely ineffective in suppressing dacoits, 
and the problem became so acute in the 1830s that the colonial administration decided to 
appoint a special commission under Hugh Fraser. After a year, Colonel Sleeman, who had 
become famous for his success in the suppression of thuggee, was entrusted with the task of 
abating dacoity. On his recommendation, a new Dacoity (Suppression) Act was introduced 
in 1843. The Act stated “that whosoever shall be proved to have belonged, either before or 
after passing of this Act, to any gang of Dakoits, either within or without the territories of 
the East India Company, shall be punished with transportation for life or with imprisonment 
for any less term with hard labor.”70 With the assistance of Captain Ramsay, Sleeman was 
successful to a certain degree in extirpating dacoity, mainly among the ‘robber castes’ of 
Bhuddhuck and Khejuck, but it was nowhere near the results achieved in the case of thugs 71 
Dacoities continued in Bengal, despite the introduction of numerous measures, including the 
appointment of Wauchope as the ‘Special Commissioner for the Suppression of Dakoitee’ in
69 During the 10th century, Kaivartas of Anga [ancient name for Bhagalpurj revolted, under the 
leadership of Bhim and after him led by Divyok, against the Pala rulers of Bengal. See, Jharkhandi Jha, 
Bhagalpur Darpan (in Hindi), Yugantar:Bhagalpur, 1933, pp.28-30. It is most likely that Kaivartas 
were ancestors of Gangotas, since one sub-caste/clan of Gangotas is called Kahrait.
70 Act XXIV of 1843, quoted by Kaye, op.cit., p.404.
71 ibid, pp.399-407.
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1852 and the amendment in the Act of 1843. It is not difficult to see that this failure was 
largely due to the limited colonial perception, in which dacoity, like thuggee, was interpreted 
as a hereditary profession surrounded by religious and communal rituals, rather than a 
reflection of the resentment of the agrarian communities. In the seven decades that passed 
between General Regulations of 1772 and Dacoity (Suppression) Act of 1843, there was 
little change in the colonial understanding of the phenomenon, despite the fact that by the 
end of this period the link between agrarian resistance and dacoity had become too obvious 
to be ignored. As evident in the mid-nineteenth century writings on India, the colonial 
perception of dacoity suffered from internal contradiction. Kaye, for example, has 
acknowledged that cultivators were driven to this profession during the times of scarcity, 
and there were numerous men in this profession that neither belonged to any ‘robber-caste’ 
nor had inherited this profession from their fathers.72 Yet he insisted that dacoity was a 
‘hereditary profession’, and it was impossible to reform the ‘depredators’, as they could 
provide a comfortable life to their families for a year or two just by committing one 
dacoity 73 Understandably, the early colonial view that dacoits were ‘in a state of declared 
war with Government’, i .e , an acknowledgment o f the existence of an element of resistance 
in dacoity, was nowhere to be seen in the colonial discourse of the mid-nineteenth century 
Until the very end of the colonial period, it was treated as a major, nonetheless, law and 
order problem. All the legal and extra-legal measures, however, failed to suppress dacoity 
and it continued to be perhaps the only form of collective violence which kept on eluding the 
British Raj until its very end.
3. Location o f Resistance in the Legal Discourse
Any discourse on criminality would be partial without taking into account the 
parameters that are instrumental in the identification, processing and the determination of 
guilt. Criminal justice in India, even in the last decade of the twentieth century, is
72 ibid, pp. 384 and 414.
73 ibid, pp.400-1.
102
administered in accordance with a code that was introduced by the colonial regime some 
century and a half ago According to the colonialist historiography, the most significant 
achievement o f the British rule in India rested in the introduction o f rule o f law .74 While 
there is little dispute regarding this claim, the specific structure o f the colonial rule o f  law 
greatly differed from the one that existed in England at the time, as well as from its 
conceptualisation in the English political thought. The ideological roots o f rule o f law were 
closely linked with the notion o f ‘justice’. The utilitarians interpreted ‘justice’ as the 
protection o f certain rights, which later came to be identified as indispensable attributes o f  
the modern civil society. In his outline o f Utilitarianism, Mill wrote:
In the first place, it is mostly considered unjust to deprive anyone of his personal liberty, his 
property, or any other thing which belongs to him by law. . . it is just to respect, unjust to 
violate, the legal rights of anyone. . .a second case of injustice consists in taking or withholding 
from any person that to which has a moral right. Thirdly, it is universally considered just that 
each person should obtain that (whether good or evil) which he deserves, and unjust that he 
should obtain a good or be made to undergo an evil which he does not deserve. . . Fourthly, it is 
confessedly unjust to break faith with anyone: to violate an engagement, either express or 
implied, or disappoint expectations raised by our own conduct, at least if we have raised those 
expectations knowingly and voluntarily...Fifthly, it is, by universal admission, inconsistent 
with justice to be partial - to show favour or preference to one person over another in matters 
to which favour and preference do not apply Nearly allied to the idea of impartiality is that of 
equality, which often enters as a component part both into the conception of justice and into 
the practice of it, and, in the eyes of many persons, constitutes its essence Even in slave 
countries it is theoretically admitted that the rights of the slave, such as they are, ought to be as 
sacred as those of the master...75
The above conceptualisation o f ‘justice’ only remotely resembled the way it came to 
be practiced, the situation being much worse in colonies than in the British Isles. The
74 Henry Dodwell, quoted by Ranajit Guha, “Dominance without Hegemony”, Ranajit Guha (ed), 
Subaltern Studies, vol vi, Delhi: Oxford, p.275.
75 John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, originally published in 1861, (ed.) George Sher, Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1979. pp. 42-5. (emphasis original). Also, “...the idea of justice supposes two things - a rule of 
conduct and a sentiment which sanctions the rule. The first must be supposed common to all mankind 
and intended for their good. The other (the sentiment) is a desire that punishment may be suffered by 
those who infringe the rule. There is involved, in addition, the conception of some definite person who 
suffers by the infringement, whose rights (to use the expression appropriated to the case) are violated 
by it. And the sentiment of justice appears to me to be the animal desire to repel or retaliate a hurt or 
damage to oneself or to those with whom one sympathises, widened so as to include all persons, by the 
human capacity of enlarged sympathy and the human conception of intelligent self-interest. From the 
latter elements the feeling derives its morality; from the former, its peculiar impressiveness and energy 
of self-assertion ”, pp.51-2.
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concern for property rights, as Warwick scholars have pointed out, outweighed all other 
elements o f ‘justice’ “We must explain,” argues Thompson that, “not an emergency alone, 
but an emergency acting upon the sensibility of such men, for whom property and the 
privileged status of the propertied were, assuming, every year, a greater weight in the scales 
of justice, until the justice itself was seen no more than the outworks and defences of 
property and of its attendant status .” 76 The protection and rationalisation of property rights, 
and, hence, of those who held property, became the primary objective of the legal system. 
The rise of capitalism was marked by a restructuring of the legal system on the basis of a 
separation between the rights related to property and all other rights. In the words of 
Foucault, “The illegality of property was separated from the illegality of rights. This 
distinction represents a class opposition because, on the one hand, the illegality that was to 
be most accessible to the lower classes was that of property - the violent transfer of 
ownership - and because, on the other, the bourgeoisie was to reserve to itself the illegality 
of rights: the possibility of getting round its own regulations and its own laws, o f ensuring 
for itself an immense sector of economic circulation by a skilful manipulation of gaps in the 
law - gaps that were foreseen by its silences, or opened up by de facto  tolerance.” 77 This 
redistribution of ‘illegalities’ was closely linked with an indispensable ideological 
rationalisation of law as something beyond the control of individuals or groups, with its 
inviolability being unquestioned.78 In other words, it not only justified the rule of capital, but 
also added its own specifically symbolic force as an ideology by legitimating the field of 
power created by the ruling elites, who were successful in establishing hegemony by
76 E. P. Thompson, Whigs and Hunters: The origin o f the Black Act, London: Penguin, 1975. p. 197.
77 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, London: Peregrine, 1982, p. 87.
78A similar observation has been made by Hay, “The law thereby became something more than the 
creature of a ruling class - it became a power with its own claims, higher than those of prosecutor, 
lawyer, and even the great scarlet-robed assize judge himself. To them, too, the law was The Law. The 
fact that they reified it, that they shut their eyes to its daily enactment in Parliament by men of their 
own class, heightened the illusion. When the ruling class acquitted men on the grounds of 
technicalities they helped instil a belief in the disembodied justice of the law in the minds of all who 
watched. In short, its very inefficiency, its absurd formalism, was part of its strength as ideology .” See, 
Thompson, Hay et. al.(ed.) Albion 's Fatal Tree, op. cit., p.33
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universalising their own culture as the ruling culture 79 Obviously, as an instrument of 
hegemony the English legal structure did not have to favour the privileged directly Its 
strength as ideology lay in demonstrating that it punished rich with as much vigour as it did 
with poor and sometimes, “extending its protection, however imperfectly, to ordinary men, 
the criminal law did much to justify itself and the gentlemen who administered it.”80
The colonial rule of law was failed to receive acceptance among the colonised 
subjects, a failure that could largely be attributed to the specific form it acquired in the 
colonial context Initially, the colonial regime attempted to create a legal structure, which 
was in most of its parts - the printing and circulation of the regulations and the laws, the 
procedures of trial and punishment, the formalism to heighten the illusion o f justice - a 
reproduction of the English law. But it was soon realised that the English judges were 
frequently in disagreement with colonial officials regarding the interpretation of the 
Regulations of 1772. As suggested by the colonial writings of the later period, the British 
administrators resented the role o f these judges, who had “carried with them to India the 
most inflated ideas of the beauties and benignities o f English law...Instead o f maintaining 
order and preserving peace, they threw the settlement into confusion, and engendered the 
most unseemly strife ..and believed that so long as they were in antagonism with the 
Company's servants, they were fulfilling their mission as representatives of English law. The 
whole administration of the country was well-nigh brought to a stand-still.”81 The judges 
were accused of applying English judicial procedures without taking into account the 
specific structure of the colonised society. Obviously, this was more of an excuse than being 
a genuine concern, since there was hardly any element o f the colonial administration which 
could be considered compatible with the indigenous culture. In fact, the unsuitability of the 
English judicial usages existed in the colonial state itself, which assigned primacy to force 
over persuasion in the governance of its subjects If the colonised had any rights, these were
79 It is necessary to acknowledge the contribution of Pierre Bourdieu, from whom the notion of 
‘symbolic power’ has been borrowed. It first appeared in his Outline o f a Theory o f Practice, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977.
80 ibid., p.37.
81 Kaye, op cit., pp.329-31.
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certainly not identical to those of the British subjects of the Crown. At the same time, as we 
have seen earlier, the strength of law in eighteenth century England lay in its ideological 
presentation as an independent and omnipotent institution, which could override any 
authority in the course of justice The attempt of the English judges to emulate this legal 
culture in India severely restrained the authority of the colonial officials, who often found it 
difficult to justify their actions in legal terms. This discord was resolved with the passing of 
an Act by the British Parliament in 1781. Under the provision of this Act, the actions of the 
colonial officials were declared valid even if they were in contravention with the Regulations 
of 1772. In the subsequent years, the administration of justice in India was brought under the 
direct control of the colonial administration. The colonial judges, now appointed from within 
the colonial bureaucracy, were directed ‘"to accommodate their views and interests to the 
subsisting manners and usages of the people, rather than to any abstract theories drawn 
from other countries, or applicable to a different state of things.”82 Rule of law in colonial 
India was henceforth assigned a specific connotation, quite different from what it meant in 
the British Isles.
As we have noted earlier, the administration of criminal justice in India was subject to 
a radical transformation under the colonial rule. To some extent, this transformation was 
influenced by a similar evolution in the English law, but a large number of changes directly 
reflected the colonial attempt to suppress collective crime, especially dacoity. This colonial 
preoccupation changed very little even after India was brought under the direct control of 
the Crown in 1858. The introduction o f Indian Penal Code83, which was applicable to all the 
residents of India, irrespective of their ethnicity and social background, retained the early 
colonial concern with the suppression of collective violence, as evident in the use of the 
phrase five or more in the following Sections.84
82 Letter from the Court of Directors to the Governor General in Council, dt. 12 April 1786, quoted 
by Kaye, ibid, p.333. (emphasis mine).
83 The Code was drafted by the First Law Commission, headed by Macaulay. Although submitted to 
the Governor General in 1837, it was not until 1860 that it found its place in Indian Statute Book.
84 The Indian Penal Code, 1860, Act xxxxv of 1860 (emphasis mine).
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Section 141-- “An assembly of five or more persons is designated an 'unlawful assembly' if the common 
object of the persons composing that assembly is
To overawe by criminal force...
To resist the execution of any law, or of any legal process; or 
To commit any mischief or criminal trespass, or other offence; or
By means of criminal force, or show of criminal force, to any person, to take or obtain possession of 
any property...
By means of criminal force, or show of criminal force, to compel any person to do what he is not 
legally bound to do, or to omit to do what he is legally entitled to do.”
Section 143~“Whoever is a member of an unlawful assembly, shall be punished with imprisonment of 
either description for a term which may extend to six months, or with fine, or with both.”
Section 146--“Whenever force or violence is used by an unlawful assembly, or by any member thereof, in 
prosecution of the common object of such assembly, every member of such assembly is guilty of rioting.”
Section 147—“ Whoever is guilty of rioting, shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for 
a term which may extend to two years. . .”
Section 148—“Whoever is guilty of rioting being armed with deadly weapon or with anything which, 
used as a weapon of offence, is likely to cause death, shall be punished with imprisonment of either 
description for a term which may extend to three years...”
Section 151—“'Whoever knowingly joins or continuous in any assembly offive or more persons likely to 
cause a disturbance o f the public peace, after such assembly has been lawfully commanded to disperse, 
shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to six months..
Section 391—“When five or more persons conjointly commit or attempt to commit a robbery, or where 
the whole number of persons conjointly committing or attempting to commit a robbery, and persons 
present and aiding such commission or attempt, amount to five or more, every person so committing, 
attempting or aiding, is said to commit ‘dacoity’”.
Section 395—“Whoever commits dacoity shall be punished with imprisonment for life,.. ”
Section 396—“If any one of five or more persons, who are conjointly committing dacoity, commits 
murder in so committing dacoity, every one of those persons shall be punished with death...”
Section 397— “If, at the time of committing robbery or dacoity, the offender uses any deadly weapon, or 
causes grievous hurt to any person, or attempts to cause death or grievous hurt to any person, the 
imprisonment with which such offender shall be punished shall not be less than seven years.”
Section 398~“If, at the time of attempting to commit robbery or dacoity, the offender is armed with any 
deadly weapon, the imprisonment with which such offender shall be punished shall not be less than 
seven years.”
Section 399—“Whoever, makes any preparation for committing dacoity, shall be punished with rigorous 
imprisonment for a term which may extend to ten years...”
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Section 400--“ Whoever, at any time after the passing of this Act, shall belong to a gang of persons 
associated for the purpose of habitually committing dacoity shall be punished with imprisonment for
life...”
Section 402—“Whoever, at any time after the passing of this Act, shall be one of five or more persons 
assembled for the purpose of committing dacoity, shall be punished with imprisonment for a term which 
may extend to seven years...”
In the Indian Penal Code, collective crimes have been differentiated from the offences 
committed by individuals. For example, a simple robbery can be punished with a maximum 
imprisonment o f ten years85 but a robbery committed by five or more (the definition o f 
dacoity, Section 391) persons can send all the offenders to jail for life.86The extraordinary 
treatment o f dacoity in the Code has also been noted by a colonial judge during the trial o f a 
dacoity case:
It is worth noting at the outset that the framers of the Indian Penal Code have treated the 
offence of dacoity in a manner only to be parallelled by the provisions regarding offences 
against the State in Chapter VI of the said Code. It has been regarded as an offence so 
intrinsically dangerous that the Legislature has thought it necessary in dealing with it to 
override the distinction ordinarily drawn between ‘attempt’ and preparation’. As in the case 
of offences dealt with in Sections 121A and 122 IPC, [dealing with treasonl the accused is not 
allowed the benefit of the supposition that he might conceivably have changed his mind before 
proceeding to any overt act. Thus not only is assembling for the purpose of committing dacoity 
made punishable by Section 402, IPC but we have in Section 399 a provision drafted in the 
broadest possible terms rendering liable to severe punishment, ‘whoever makes any 
preparation for committing dacoity’ 87
To equate an offence against property with rebellion only implies the political nature o f  
the former The presence o f collectivity in dacoity attributes it a character irreducible to a 
simple appropriation o f property Five or more, used in the Code apparently to distinguish 
dacoity from robbery, actually refers to the colonial context in which crime and rebellion 
were indistinguishable. Over a century and quarter lapsed between the earlier observation 
made by Warren Hastings, that dacoits were ‘in a state o f declared war with the 
Government", and the above comment made by a colonial judge, which affirmed the position 
that the offence o f dacoity was no less politically significant than any act o f open rebellion
85 ibid, Section 392
86 ibid. Section 395
87 Gaya Din vs. Emperor, Criminal Law Journal, Calcutta, 1910, p.551
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against the state Obviously, during this period there was neither any change in the colonial 
understanding of dacoity nor any decrease in the frequency of this ‘crime’. Although ‘five or 
more’ was used by the framers of the Code to negate the political nature of the agrarian 
resistance by including it in the category of crime, in doing so the phrase also became an 
evidence o f its presence, its affirmation. When the initial colonisers recommended 
enslavement of the families of dacoits and imposition of collective fines on their respective 
villages, or when the membership to a gang of dacoits alone was treated as a serious 
offence88, the colonial law was simply affirming, of course negatively, the mode of solidarity 
of the agrarian protest. An agrarian community in protest became a gang o f dacoits, and the 
kinship relationships that provided solidarity to the collective protest became evidences to be 
used against the offenders. Also, by treating dacoity parallel to the offence of waging war on 
the government89, the Code clearly acknowledged its political nature.
It does not require any special effort to see that the framers of the Code were more 
concerned with the protection o f colonial interests than the ‘rights’ of the people. Equality 
before law, which Mill had identified as an indispensable element of justice, failed to appear 
in the colonial judicial process. In a society marked by the unequal distribution of power, 
equality before law made little sense. Maintenance of order essentially implied preservation 
of this distribution, and the law enforcement agencies worked in the interest of the 
privileged. Any attempt by the subordinate to assert its rights was often interpreted as crime. 
To take an example, in case of a land-dispute between the zamindar of Shankarpur and 
Dhanesar Mandal (a Gangota cultivator), the latter was portrayed as a ‘veteran criminal’, an 
issue which was hardly relevant to the determination of the title in question.
...Dhanesar Mandal with the active help of some Goonda [lumpane] elements of the locality 
has become a terror to the people living in the Mouza of Shankarpur and the police has 
proceeded against him under Sections 107/117(3) of the Criminal Procedure Code which is sub 
judice in court. . . he is a veteran criminal and litigant and he has all along been creating trouble 
in various ways and even after the service of notice of the present proceeding. . .assaulted the 
man of the second party [Abhay Kumar Singhl and cases under Sections 188, 324, 148 and
88 Section 1 of the Dacoity (Suppression) Act, 1843; Section 400 of the Indian Penal Code, 1860
89 Section 121, Indian Penal Code, op. cit.
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147 IPC have been instituted by the local police and investigation is proceeding, the first party 
IDhanesar Mandal] and his bad associates are still holding out threats of violence.90
Criminality was portrayed as an essential attribute o f Gangotas, and this was to be 
seen not only in the court-room discourses, but also in the very reporting o f the incidents 
that involved members o f this community. Police officials invariably favoured landlords in 
their disputes with diara cultivators, often confirming the criminality o f the latter. In 
principle, the accused was supposed to be innocent until proven guilty. But in practice, a 
past allegation o f criminality alone was considered an adequate proof o f the criminal nature 
o f the accused. This was especially applicable to the raiyats who were known for their 
resistance against zamindars. For example, Dhanesar Mandal, who had been resisting the 
attempt o f appropriation o f his land by the zamindar o f Shankarpur, was claimed to be a 
threat to law and order in the following report by the Officer in Charge o f Nathnagar Police 
Station:
there was apprehension of serious breach of peace over Parwal field between Dhanesar 
Mandal and his men on one hand and Abhay Kumar Baboo and his men on the other 
side . Members of (the! second party [Abhay Kumar) produced witnesses in support of their 
version. They further stated that Dhanesar Mandal has started business of purchasing land and 
selling the same and they think that if such thing continued not a single inch of land of 
Shankarpur Diara will be free from litigation and some day or other there will be serious riot 
and murder. Dhanesar Mandal has taken money from several persons promising them to give 
lands and they are weeping as they are neither getting land nor their money is returned.
Dhanesar Mandal visit[s] court everyday and increases litigation in the village. He has been a 
problem to the villagers... As regards Dhanesar Mandal, he is on bail on case u/s 107/117(3)
Cr.P.C. and though on bail he has been doing the same thing. In a similar trouble Dhanesar 
Mandal was arrested u/s 151 Cr.P.C. and forwarded to court...It will be very difficult to 
maintain law and order if he is allowed to remain on bail. He has no regard for law and order 
at all 91
Discrimination is clearly evident in the above report. The language itself is biased, the 
dominant being referred to as baboo (or babu), a term o f respect and largely unnecessary 
here. On the other hand, the raiyat (Dhanesar Mandal) has been presented as the culprit, 
who ‘has no regard for law and order at all’. The construction o f his criminality has largely
90 In the Court of Subdivisional Magistrate, u/s 144 Cr.P.C. dt. 28/5/1959.
91 Official letter from S. Nandan, Inspector of Police, Nathnagar P S. to The SDO, Bhagalpur Sadar, 
dt. 26th of June 1958, Case No. 337/59, the Court of Magistrate First Class, Bhagalpur.
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drawn on the past accusations. The charges cited in the report are yet to be proven in court, 
but the police official does not have any hesitation in declaring Dhanesar guilty It clearly 
indicates that law enforcement agencies have not been indifferent to the local power 
structure 92 The fact that police officials have been able to favour the locally privileged 
without contravening the legal code93, makes one question the claim of “equality before 
law”. On the other hand, the offences committed against Gangotas have rarely been brought 
to judicial consideration, especially when the offender(s) belonged to or had patronage of 
landlords The diara community is aware of this discriminatory application of law, as evident 
in a question put forth by a Gangota: “If a gangaut [Gangota] kills a bhumihar [implying a 
landlord] he will surely get kala-pani [life sentence]94, but have you ever heard of any 
Bhumihar being arrested for murdering a Gangota ? ” 95 The answer is of course, negative 
Such incidents are often registered as “killing of a dacoit by the villagers” 96
The discriminatory application of law, in contravention with the principle of equality 
before law, actually emanates from the legal code itself. The occurrence of discrimination in 
the Indian Penal Code is frequent, and often reflects the concern of its framers than any 
principle of justice. For example, “Whoever commits robbery shall be punished with 
rigorous imprisonment for a term which may extend to ten years, and shall also be liable to
92 The retention of police by the post-colonial rulers has been attributed by David Arnold to its 
crucial role in maintaining elitist dominance. He writes, “Officially or illicitly they Ipolicel also acted 
in defence of the Indian propertied classes, and this alignment was one factor in their smooth 
transference from British to Indian hands at the time of Independence. A purely colonial force, having 
no other function than to defend British rule, would have perished with the Raj.” op. cit., p.4
93 For example, “A police officer knowing of a design to commit any cognisable offence may arrest, 
without orders from the Magistrate and without a warrant, the person so designing, if it appears to such 
officer that the commission of the offence cannot be otherwise prevented.” [Section 151(1) of Criminal 
Procedure Code, 1973] It is evident that a police officer has unlimited powers regarding arrest of any 
person, especially due to the use of terms like knowing and appears that leave everything to the 
discretion of that officer.
94 During the colonial period, convicts with life sentences were sent to Andaman Islands, which came 
to be known as kala-pani (black water). In the post-colonial era, this practice has been abandoned but 
the term kala-pani is still used to denote life sentence.
95 Interview with Sitaram Mandal, Bhagalpur, 6 Jan 1989
96 Nandkishore Mandal son of Bali Mandal was reported to be killed by the “angry crowd” while 
attempting a robbery. Nathnagar.PS. Case Mo. 53/89
fine; and i f  the robbery is committed on the high-way between sunset and sunrise, the 
imprisonment may be extended to fourteen years. " 91 Why would a robbery committed on a 
highway be a greater crime than those committed elsewhere, for example, in a village ? The 
explanation rests in the fact that due to their administrative and commercial significance, the 
security of highways was a greater concern for the colonial regime than that of the 
inhabitants of rural areas.
Discrimination is also reflected in the ambiguity of the legal code about the past 
character o f the accused. Although the Indian Evidence Act states, “In criminal proceedings 
the fact that the accused man has a bad character is irrelevant, unless evidence has been 
given that he has a good character, in which case it becomes relevant.” 98 But in the 
explanation o f the above section, it is mentioned that, “A previous conviction is relevant as 
evidence of bad character.” 99 Hence, it is implicit that the individuals being convicted for the 
first time are differentiated from those who have been convicted previously. The past “bad 
character” 100 o f the accused is often used as an evidence against him. Such a practice is in 
conformity with the notion of habitual criminals, a concept derived from the colonial 
understanding of crime having hereditary and communal nature in India. The Indian Penal 
Code recommends punishment for those who are in the habit o f committing crime as well as 
those who associate with habitual criminals 101
97 Section 392, Indian Penal Code, op. cit.
98 Section 54, Indian Evidence Act, Act I of 1872
99 Explanation 2, ibid
100 Law distinguishes people of bad character from respectable citizens, for example Section 174 of 
the Criminal Procedure Code recommends a police officer to investigate the cases of suicide in the 
presence of two or more respectable inhabitants of the neighbourhood’.
101 This may be seen in the following Sections of the Indian Penal Code:
Section 310: “Whoever...shall have been habitually associated with any other or others for the 
purpose of committing robbery or child-stealing by means of or accompanied with murder, is a thug
Section 400: “...purpose of habitually committing dacoity...”
Section 401: “...purpose of habitually committing theft or robbery...”
Also, Section 110 of Criminal Procedure Code which empowers a Magistrate to ask a person to 
execute a bond of good behaviour if he “(a)is by habit a robber, house-breaker, thief or forger or (b) is
112
A major effect of the Indian Penal Code may be seen in the individualisation of 
‘criminality’. In other words, each participant in an act of collective violence is treated as an 
individual offender and punished accordingly. Collectivity, in this sense, is nothing more than 
a summation of individuals This may be attributed to the fact that an act of collective 
violence has a legitimacy rooted in the collective consciousness shared by its participants, 
and this legitimacy is antagonistic to the legitimacy of the legal structure. To contest this 
legitimacy would imply the recognition of the existence of the will of a collectivity, in which 
case the outcome of the legal discourse would be reduced to an opinion, hence detrimental 
to the unquestioned superiority of law in society. Individualisation of any collective act of 
defiance is a necessary process in the legal discourse. However, a collective act cannot be 
individualised without identifying the act as collective. A reference to collectivity, however 
indirect, must be made to allow the occurrence of individualisation. It is in the use of the 
phrase ‘five or more’ that we find this reference. The difference between the punishment for 
a lone robber and a dacoit acting in collusion with his other associates may be explained by 
the existence of a communal (or collective) legitimacy in case of the latter. In this sense, an 
increase in the frequency of dacoity may be interpreted as the weakening or loss of the 
legitimacy of the legal structure (and subsequently of those in power) in the perception of 
the masses. This is also supported by the evidences o f a strong association between political 
upheavals, especially those generated by the resentment of the agrarian population on the 
one hand, and the increase in the frequency of dacoities on the other.102 For example, at the 
time o f Santhal uprising, the connection between the dacoities of 1854 and the insurrection 
of 1855 was too obvious to remain unnoticed by the colonial administration.103 Although 
never acknowledged in the colonial and post-colonial official discourses, it was the collective 
nature of dacoity that reflected its political significance, and hence, made it essential to
by habit a receiver of stolen property...(c) habitually protects or harbours thieves...(d) habitually 
commits or attempts to commit, or abets the commission of, the offence of kidnapping. . .(e) habitually 
commits or attempts to commit breach of the peace. . .” (emphasis mine)
102 Arnold has observed that dacoity functioned as “a mode to test waters” for a larger collective 
action. See, David Arnold, “Dacoity and Rural Crime in Madras, 1860-1940”, Journal o f Peasant 
Studies, vi, 1979
103 See, Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects o f Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India, Delhi: OUP, 
1983, p.82.
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individualise the act in order to enable its inclusion in the category of crime Each participant 
of the collective act was to be reduced to an individual offender rather than being treated as 
the representative of the collective consciousness of the group A similar process was 
applied to hanseri, defined as riot in the Indian Penal Code, which had the participation of 
‘five or more’ In spite of the participation of the entire village community of Shankarpur in 
the hanseri against their ex-zamindar, the community was never mentioned in the legal 
process. Rather, each participant was individually charged under different sections of rioting. 
Similarly, in the Sadhopur incident, which according to police was a result of a fight between 
the communities of Yadavs and Gangotas, 150 Gangotas were charged individually.
In the processing and regulation of criminality, individualisation of the offence goes 
hand in hand with the isolation of the offenders. “Not only must the penalty be individual,” 
writes Foucault, analysing the principles of the modern penal system, “but it must also be 
individualising , the isolation of the convicts guarantees that it is possible to exercise over 
them, with maximum intensity, a power that will not be overthrown by any other influence; 
solitude is the primary condition o f total submission. Isolation provides an intimate 
exchange between the convict and the power that is exercised over him.”104 Although the 
same principle came to govern penal law in India, the mode o f its execution was ascribed 
specificity by the colonial context of power. Isolation of the offenders was necessary not 
only for the application of a disciplinary power over them, but also to secure the colonised 
population at large from the harmful influence of these dangerous elements. In fact, it was 
the latter that made penal process more meaningful, since the application of disciplinary 
force had a generalised presence in the colonised society, rather than being specific to penal 
institutions The condition of being colonised essentially implied deprivation of liberty, the 
primary attribute of being a convict. In this sense, colonial India was similar to a reformatory 
institution. In the European context, Tocqeville once described criminals as forming “a small 
nation within the greater ”105 In the case o f colonial India, not only were numerous 
communities declared criminals, but sometimes the entire nation was subject to this negative
104 Michel Foucault Discipline and Punish, op. cit., pp.236-7.
105 quoted by Foucault, ibid, p.237.
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representation in the official discourse. 106 Thus, it was hardly surprising that the 
‘reformatory’ objective of penal law received little support from the colonial administrators. 
‘The Dakoits, indeed, were not to be reformed” wrote a colonial historian, “they were to be 
extirpated It was characteristic of English benevolence that we should have been slow to 
resort to such a remedy as this - that we should have sought rather to convert these 
depredational tribes into industrial classes by holding out to them sufficient inducement to 
honest exertion. But all such projects were seen, upon a closer examination, to be worthy 
only of an Utopian country, and a Saturnian age .” 107 In the absence of reformation, the 
colonial penal system was to function as nothing but an instrument to identify, monitor and, 
if necessary, remove those elements of the colonised population that posed a threat to the 
colonial order As the nature of this threat was primarily collective, the development of penal 
law was guided by the need to isolate ‘robber castes’ and ‘hereditary criminals’, as evident in 
the introduction of Criminal Tribes and Castes Act. 108 While the colonial rule of law did not 
condone such acts as branding or amputating the limbs of offenders109, the label of 
criminality alone was sufficient to isolate an individual or a community from the rest of the 
colonised society. Also, the use of this label did not remain confined to the courtroom 
discourses, rather became a term of common language The Criminal Tribes and Castes Act 
was eventually repealed by the post-colonial regime, but the term criminal continued to be 
applied to the members of subordinate agrarian communities, irrespective of the judicial
106 This negative representation of the colonised population (especially the residents of rural areas) 
could be seen as late as 1942, when the Governor of Bihar identified as
107 Kaye, op. cit., p.401.
108 For a good analysis of the application of the Criminal Tribes and Castes Act, see, Anand A. Yang 
“Dangerous Castes and Tribes: The Criminal Tribes Act and the Magahiya Dorns of Northeast India” 
in Anand Yang (ed.) Crime and Criminality in British India, Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
1985, pp. 108-27.
109 One of the colonial officials wrote, “At one time , many years ago, they used to brand criminals 
on the forehead, so that, when once convicted, they carried the evidence of their crime to the grave. 
This was, of course, about as pernicious a custom as could well be imagined, and made reformation an 
utter impossibility. It constituted a very grave disability to the culprit, who became a social outcast for 
all time, shunned by all but his own criminal class.” See, Adams, op. cit., p. 12
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outcomes.110 This may be attributed to the fact that criminality, which inevitably invoked 
forfeiture of rights (including liberty), became an elitist rationalisation of the absence of 
rights for the lower classes. Not only were the criminals considered outcasts, but social 
outcasts and the underprivileged were more likely to be convicted and declared criminal In 
this sense, the penal system reinforced and, at the same time, legitimated the unequal 
distribution of privilege in society.
The segregation of ‘criminals’ was, however, far from complete, as the case of 
Gangotas demonstrates. Diara criminals, though excluded from the civil society due to their 
negative representation, were not excommunicated from their own community. On the 
contrary, the label of criminality actually brought these ‘criminals’ closer to their community. 
Many Gangotas - Dhaturi Mandal, Siri Gangota, Kailash Mandal, Sudama Mandal etc. - 
were known as ‘hardened criminals’ and dacoits, but for their own community they were 
heroes. Nanda Mandal, who was tried with a few of his associated on the charge of 
murdering a German tourist, became an outright leader of his village community after being 
acquitted in 1989. His popularity reflected in the numerous invitations to participate in 
hameri, many of which came from as far as the Binda diara in Munger district. The volume 
and severity of criminal charges that resulted from a Gangota’s participation in collective 
violence only indicated the degree of prestige he was likely to receive in his own community
Another setback for the legal process came to be seen in its very fundamental objective 
of maintaining order through punishments. Reformation, which was conceived as the guiding 
principle of the penal code, was rarely actualised in practice. The hierarchy of punishments 
succeeded neither in restraining the growing volume and frequency of crime, nor in deterring 
offenders from repeatedly violating the law. The relevance of “bad character”, a term to 
denote past conviction,* 111 in the determination of guilt clearly reflected that law had failed to 
“reform” the offender permanently. In fact, with each conviction the likelihood of an
110 Kailash Mandal, who was described as a notorious criminal, was never found guilty in court.
During 1975-76, he remained in jail under MIS A (Maintenance of Internal Security Act), which 
allowed detention without trial. Interview with his lawyer, Brahmadeo Singh, 6th of December 1989.
111 Sections 53 and 54 of Indian Evidence Act, 1872.
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individual being sent to prison increased. Gangotas who served a sentence only graduated to 
commit more heinous offences. For example, Anant Mandal, a resident of Vishunpur village 
(Nathnagar), was charged with the possession of illegal arms in 1979. In the following years, 
he was charged with theft twice, dacoity once and murder once, among many other serious 
offences until he was killed in an “encounter” with police in 1985.112 The wide prevalence of 
the term habitual criminal in legal discourses has clearly reflected that even in official 
understanding the penal law had little success in persuading the offenders to abstain from 
committing offences in the future. In the absence of persuasive power, the penal code has 
remained dependent upon coercion for the maintenance of order Despite the judicial norm 
of recommending severe punishments for the offenders with a history of convictions, the 
number of habitual criminals has grown.113
The explanation for the failure of penal law to be effective in ‘reforming’ the offenders 
largely rests in the fact that a considerable proportion of crime in India does not result from 
‘deviance’. This is particularly true of the participation of Gangotas in the acts of collective 
violence, which often has sanction of the community The diara criminals and dacoits, rather 
than being treated as deviants, are adored as the champions of the communal cause by their 
brethren Although dacoity and hanseri fall under the category of punishable offences in the 
penal code, in the communal code of diara the legitimacy of these acts is beyond doubt The 
opposition between these two codes is represented in the phrase five or more, which, though 
projecting a negative image of the collective resistance of Gangotas (and numerous other 
subordinate communities), acknowledges the existence of such collective acts.
%
112 ‘Criminal history’ of Anant Mandal, son of Parmesur Mandal, resident of Vishunpur, Nathnagar 
All the following cases were registered with Nathnagar Police Station: i) Case no. 6/79 under section 
25 A/26 Of Indian Arms Act; ii) Case no. 147/81 under Section 379 Indian Penal Code & 27 Indian 
Arms Act; iii) Case no.77/84 under Section 395(dacoity) of Indian Penal Code; iv) Case no.24/85 
under Sections 120B/302(murder)/307/334 Indian Penal Code & 27 Indian Arms Act; v) killed in 
encounter, Case no. 46/85 under Sections 307/353/399/402 Indian Penal Code & 25A/26/27 Indian 
Arms Act.
113 Interview with Justice C. P. Sinha, Patna, dt. 26 Dec. 1989.
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To conclude, the negative representation of Gangotas in the regional and national 
discourses is mainly due to their participation in the acts of collective violence, namely 
dacoity and hanseri, which reverse some acts of power, and are generally aimed at the 
privileged section of the local hierarchy. Hanseri, which literally implies an act of making a 
claim to a piece of land by forcibly harvesting its crop, is public, pre-announced and contains 
an open challenge to the adversary Not only does it normally occur in the broad daylight, 
but also the time and venue of its occurrence is known to the adversary in advance On the 
other hand, dacoity is silent and without any prior announcement. It is nocturnal and the 
participants generally attempt to conceal their identities. The victims are too shocked to 
defend themselves against the unknown invaders. It is precisely for this reason that an 
otherwise subordinate sharecropper is able to invert the relations of domination for a 
moment. However, unlike hanseri, dacoity is not meant to be the final break in the power 
relations that exist between Gangotas and the landlords, rather an act of resistance that 
cannot wait until the subordinate has become strong enough to challenge the authority of the 
landlord overtly. It reflects a situation where the participants are aware of their inability to 
match the superior strength of the adversary in the broad daylight, whereas the openness in 
hanseri indicates that the collective strength o f the participants, in their own understanding, 
is at par with that of the enemy.
Although sanctioned by the diara community, both dacoity and hanseri fall in the 
category of punishable offences in the penal code. Criminal justice in India is governed by a 
penal code that was introduced by the colonial regime a century and a half ago. This has led 
a few experts o f Indian jurisprudence to argue for a change in the Indian Penal Code, which, 
they feel, has benefited only a handful at the cost of the rest of the society 114 From an 
historical point of view, the elitist nature of the Indian criminal law carries little surprise. The
114 One of such jurists has been Justice Krishna Iyer, a retired Judge of the Indian Supreme Court, 
who is treated as outcast by other members of his profession for his radical views. While condemning 
the Indian criminal law for its failure as an instrument of justice, he queries, “The great question of 
history remains and must be left to the resigned wisdom of mankind : What is crime and who is the 
criminal - the unjust social system and its oblique beneficiaries or the revolutionary upsurge to change 
the social order and the self-sacrificing souls who strive for this and the victims of the inequality of the 
status quo T  See, Justice V. R. Krishna Iyer, Perspectives in Criminology, Law and Social Change, 
Delhi: Allied, 1980, p.25
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ideological roots of Indian Penal Code rest in the same utilitarian notion of justice that had 
inspired the restructuring of criminal law in England during the eighteenth century, but the 
administrative requirements of the colonial regime heavily outweighed considerations of 
justice. In effect, the code became a mode of colonial domination by rationalising the 
exercise of official force against any opposition to the colonial regime Its usefulness as an 
instrument of control prevented the post-colonial rulers from discarding it, despite the fact 
that the introduction of the Indian Penal Code, as well as the authority of those who 
introduced it, had lacked the consent of the communities subjected to it.
Traditionally, the legitimacy of an act in diara was interpreted in terms of a code that 
was unwritten and maintained only through social conventions. 115 Yet it commanded a great 
respect from the members of the diara community due to the obvious fear of 
excommunication The authority of this code was undermined by the colonial rule of law, 
which undertook to redefine legitimacy in terms of legality. Although they were a significant 
step towards the construction of the modem legal system, written laws were unable to 
compete with the communal code in gaining social acceptance. This could largely be 
attributed to the historical circumstances of their introduction in India, but structural factors 
also had a role to play. Due to its inseparability from other social institutions, and the fact 
that it operated through social conventions, the communal code of diara enjoyed somewhat 
universal access among the members o f the community, who were both the subjects and the 
vehicles of this code. On the other hand, there were two main attributes of the colonial legal 
code that deprived it o f universal acceptance. Firstly, it was exterior in origin and shared 
very little with the values and mores of the colonised population, and secondly, in its 
implementation there was a great emphasis on formalism. Its attribute of being written, its 
execution through formal procedures, the specific manners and language of courts, the 
particular dress of the judges and lawyers, and the distinct segmentation o f space in the 
court-room, which was intended to facilitate an unquestioned authority to the code, only
115 Gangotas frequently refer to chalan when discussing legitimacy of an act. Literally, this term 
connotes ‘practice’, but generally used in diara to imply the body of social norms. This is in conformity 
with the term chal which implies character of an individual.
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barred it from the universality enjoyed by the social conventions Had it not been for the 
colonial exercise of force, the new legal system would have remained nothing but a theatric. 
Moreover, several acts that were traditionally considered legitimate, had fallen in the 
category o f crime in the penal code Among Gangotas, the use of collective violence to 
correct any act of power was considered legitimate, and often desirable The individuals, 
revered by the diara community for correcting the acts of injustice, were called ‘hardened 
criminals’ in the legal discourse. The opposition of Gangotas to the legal code was 
inevitable, especially when the latter played a crucial role in reinforcing the unequal agrarian 
relations in diara.
The penal code, despite its exteriority to the indigenous society, received support 
from the landlords and moneylenders of Bhagalpur, since it served both as a tool to further 
their dominance and as a shield to protect their lives and property against the violent 
resistance of their raiyats. It did little to protect the Gangota raiyats from zamindari 
exploitation that involved both coercion and appropriation, but declared any act of resistance 
against this exploitation crime. The process of decolonisation of India had virtually no 
impact on this liaison between the legal institution and the landed aristocracy of Bhagalpur 
During the agrarian violence that followed the abolition of zamindari during 1950s, the 
landlords o f Bhagalpur received full support from the law enforcement agencies Police, as 
we have seen, has always sided with the landlords in their disputes with Gangota cultivators, 
whereas the use of violence against the latter has gone unreported. Also, it is not to be 
denied that a mere opposition to the penal code does not qualify every act of Gangota 
violence as resistance. But, it is extremely difficult to distinguish crime from rebellion within 
the existing legal framework, since the penal code treats both these as punishable offences. 
In such a situation, an act o f resistance can be separated from crime only by analysing the 
individual incidents of violence, as the rebellious character of a collective act would 
ultimately rely upon its approval by the diara community.
XW.Vehicles o f  Devi: Religious ambiguity and the hidden agenda
A crucial aspect o f the Gangota use o f collective violence is its relationship with 
religion An overt use o f collective force generally accompanies with the shouting o f slogans 
by the participants. 1 Also common is the practice among the participants of a hanseri to 
offer collective prayers at the village-shrine (debi-than) before they leave for the designated 
location If successful, a hanseri is invariably followed by an elaborate worship ceremony 
and a feast.2 Although the secretive nature o f dacoity rules out any scope for a public 
ceremony, religious rituals are believed to have been performed by the participants.3 Due to 
their active participation in religious ceremonies and patronage to the local shrines, many 
Gangota outlaws have carried a social image quite different from their portrayal in the police 
records. In particular, Kailash Mandal had such a devout reputation that during religious 
festivals the district administration used to send troops to diara anticipating his public 
appearance.4 While the association o f  such outlaws with religion helped maintain their 
popular representation in diara, it was treated as an exceptional phenomenon by the locally 
privileged that had difficulty in perceiving anything common between religious morality and 
the immoral profession o f dacoity.5
1 It was mentioned in the eye-witness account of the Sadhopur incident (discussed in Chapter II) that 
the raiders were shouting religious slogans.
2 This is generally sponsored by the ghor(s) that are deemed to have gained possession of the disputed 
land. However, sometimes the entire village contributes towards the organisation of such a ceremony, 
especially when the consequences of the hanseri are going to affect the village as a whole. One such 
ceremony was organised in Shankarpur to celebrate the successful hanseri against the ex-zamindar.
3 Many urban dwellers claim that until the very beginning of the British rule, the local dacoits used to 
perform human sacrifices in the Kali temple, which stopped only after Cleveland (the first Collector of 
Bhagalpur) deputed a permanent police force there. [Interview, Ashok Ghosh, Bhagalpur, 20 August 
1989], The credibility of this claim is doubtful, as there is nothing in the colonial records to suggest 
occurrence of human sacrifice in the district. The story seems to have been inspired by the colonial 
narratives about thuggee and its association with Kali on the one hand, and the inscription on the 
Cleveland Memorial stone that glorifies his efforts to restore peace and order in the district.
4 Interview with R. K. Prasad, Deputy Superintendent of Bhagalpur, 7 October 1989.
5 A few urban residents attempt to explain the religious nature of diara outlaws in terms of the ‘sin’ 
arising from their criminal activities. It is believed that the diara criminals are aware of the sin’ 
arising from criminal activities that they attempt to atone by worshipping some deity.
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Considering the widespread influence o f religion on the social activities o f diara, its 
presence in the collective use o f force by Gangotas should not have been perceived as 
extraordinary Among the agrarian communities o f the region, religion has been a significant 
mode o f rationalisation o f communal action, including the collective use o f force However, 
in both the traditional and modern discourses o f criminality, religion became a tool o f  
identification o f the enemies o f social order, although the manner o f the two discourses 
differed substantially.
Everything monstrous and abominable in India has the sanction of some puerile or obscene 
legend to recommend it to the superstitious and the depraved. The legend which declares the 
divinity of Thuggee is preposterous even for an Oriental tradition. I do not know a more absurd 
chapter in all that monstrous farrago of absurdities, the Hindoo mythology, than that which 
sets forth how the Goddess Kalee made war upon a gigantic monster, every drop of whose 
blood became a destructive demon; how the blood of these demons generated other demons, 
until the earth was in a fair way to be overrun by the noxious brood; how, at length, the 
goddess hit upon the notable expedient of creating from the celestial ichor which exuded from 
her trenchant arm two men, to whom she gave handkerchiefs, or waistbands, with orders to 
destroy the demons by strangulation without shedding a drop of blood; and how, the demons 
having been so destroyed, the grateful goddess gave the handkerchiefs to her myrmidons, and 
told them that thenceforth they and their descendants might carry on a profitable trade by 
exercising the destroying implements upon the human race.6
All those tribes in this world, which are excluded from (the community of) those born from the 
mouth, the arms, the thighs, and the feet (of Brahman), are called Dasyus [robbers or dacoits), 
whether they speak the language of the Mlechhas (barbarians) or that of the Aryans.7
The first statement attributes criminality o f a human collectivity to its religion, whereas 
the second identifies criminality o f a group from a religious point o f view. As the first 
statement has been made by a colonialist, we may consider it as representative o f the modem 
view on criminality, since it was the colonial regime that introduced modem criminal justice 
in India. On the other hand, the second statement represents the traditional (henceforth, 
interchangeable with Brahmanic) 8 notion o f criminality, which remained effective even after
6 Kaye was a follower of J. S. Mill and succeeded him as the Secretary of the Political and Secret 
Department. The statement has been quoted from his well-known work, The Administration o f The 
East India Company, London: Richard Bentley, 1853, p.357.
7 Georg Buhlerg, The Laws o f Manu, vol.25, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1984 (Reprint), x.45, p.413.
8 The dominance of Brahmans in the determination of right and wrong in the traditional social 
structure allows us to use “Brahmanic” interchangeably with “traditional”. Our use of “Brahmanic” 
and “Brahmanical” would imply the religious beliefs and practices that are structured around the
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the introduction of modern legal institutions In the region of Bhagalpur, the groups 
identified as criminal in the two statements were basically two different generations of the 
same collectivity The inhabitants of diara have descended from Kaivartas, as one of the 
clans of Gangotas is still called ‘Karvat’. Although the status of this community of boatmen 
is ambiguous in Manusmriti, as they could either be dasa (slaves) or dasyu (robbers)9, there 
is little doubt regarding their inferior rank in the social hierarchy. Their dasyu status, which 
was originally attributed to their birth, must have been reinforced due to their successive 
uprisings during the 10th and 11th century .10 The negative representation of diara residents 
came to be reinforced at the end of the eighteenth century when Bhagalpur was brought 
under colonial control. The region was reported to be infested with “river-pirates”, dacoits 
and thugs. The eastern parts of the district under Kahalgaon (Colgong) sub-division had 
acquired a special notoriety, as also indicated by an old proverb:* 11
Bhagalpur ke bhagelia, Kahalgaon ke thug, 
Patna ke diwalia, teeno namjad
[The bhagelia (fugitives) of Bhagalpur. the thugs of Kahalgaon and the diwalias (bankrupts) of Patna 
are well-known. J
In the earlier statement, thuggee has been linked with the worship of Kali, one of the several 
manifestations (Durga, Vishahari, etc.) o f Devi widely worshipped in the region 12 Locally,
notion of divine hierarchy, i.e., the godly origin of the caste-system with Brahmans at the top and 
Sudras at the bottom. The purush-sukta of Rigveda, which is cited as the earliest evidence of the 
hierarchical social order, has been proven to be a later (9th or 10th century) interpolation rather than a 
part of the original text. R. S. Sharma, Sudras in Ancient India, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1980 Also, 
there are numerous beliefs and practices in Hinduism that are essentially non-Brahmanic in origin.
9 It is necessary to note here that the terms dasa and dasyu were originally used to classify the 
population outside the vama system, but eventually they came to refer to pravriti (nature or attribute) of 
individuals and groups.
10 In the regional historical accounts of Bhagalpur it has been claimed that the Kaivarta uprisings 
during the 10th and 11th century had a crucial role in weakening of the grip of Pala rulers of Bengal 
over the region. See, Jharkhandi Jha, Bhagalpur Darpan, (in Hindi), Bhagalpur: Yugantar Sahityik 
Samiti, 1933, p. 11
11 G. A. Grierson, Bihar Peasant Life, Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Press, 1885, p.27. Also see, Roy 
Chaudhury, op. cit., footnote 3, p.35. (translation mine).
12 Although a considerable volume of colonial literature is available on the menace of thugs, there is 
virtually nothing in the records that would help us identify the communities that participated in 
thuggee in this region. This may be due to the tendency among police officials to underplay the
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She carries a greater religious significance than Ram or Krishna, which are undisputedly the 
most popular Hindu deities in North India.
The view of Kaye is representative of the colonial depiction of crime as a social 
practice that was perceived to be in conformity with the indigenous cultural values. For the 
early colonisers, the criminal character of a rural community was simply a matter of 
unilateral declaration, which was frequently used as an axiomatic premise to derive the 
rationale for the excessive use of force, as evident in the arguments of Warren Hastings and 
others justifying the General Regulations of 1772.13 By the middle of the nineteenth century, 
however, the construction of criminality in the colonial discourse had become a sophisticated 
intellectual exercise in which the criminal nature of a community was not an axiom but an 
inference, arrived at only after a careful analysis of its social structure. The discourse was no 
longer specific to the evaluation of the alleged criminal acts, rather extended to include the 
entire social existence of criminals in its domain. This change in modality, however, did not 
change the role of colonial discourse in rationalising the suppression of ‘dangerous 
communities’ A specific use of force could only be justified by highlighting the specificity of 
the community in question. The argument of colonialists (like Sleeman), that there was no 
scope of reformation of dacoits, and that they had to be extirpated, relied heavily upon the 
portrayal of the ‘robber castes’ in a way that distinguished them from ordinary criminals. 
The colonial scholars did not have to make any extraordinary effort in defining the specificity 
of such communities, as their religious beliefs and practices, the ‘monstrous farrago of 
absurdities’, provided a ready-made material. There was, however, another significant factor 
that led to the inclusion of religion in the negative representation of subordinate agrarian 
collectivities. Their use of collective violence generally carried religious sanction. In the 
absence of rational-legal sanction, which only came to be known in the subcontinent with the
magnitude of collective crime, especially thuggee and dacoity, in the area under their jurisdiction as it 
would have seriously discredited their administrative ability. Consequently, a large number of cases 
went unreported. Also, in the contemporary linguistic usages of Bhagalpur, the term thug implies a 
deceiver or conman, which barely relates to the colonial description of the gangs of depredators.
13 The measures for suppressing dacoity, contained in the Regulations, as we have discussed in the 
previous chapter, primarily included execution of dacoits in their villages, imposition of punitive fines 
upon their relatives and enslavement of their family members. See, W. W. Hunter, Annals o f  Rural 
Bengal, op. cit., p.73; Kaye, op. cit., pp. 381-2.
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arrival o f  colonialism, the ultimate social authority among rural communities had been vested 
in religion At the same time, the absence o f a formal political institution made it possible for 
them to launch collective actions in the name o f religion, though these were essentially 
political. The role o f religion in the maintenance and promotion o f communal solidarity in 
agrarian communities has been adequately documented. 14
For Gangotas, however, who had to contest not only their colonised status but also 
the inferiority ascribed to them by the caste-hierarchy, religion acquired a special 
significance. On the one hand, it provided a mode o f rationalisation for their collective 
action, and on the other, served as an ideological battleground in which the diara 
community could counter its ritual inferiority o f avama (without varna, low born). It is 
hardly surprising that diara myths violate the Brahmanical Hinduism in more than one sense. 
In the first place, they share very little with the narratives contained in the Sanskrit 
scriptures. Not only does the Gangota mythology carry a distinct structure, but by doing so 
it also defies the hegemony o f  Brahmanical ideology that, for want o f universalism, shrinks 
from its inflated status o f dharmasya sanatan (the omnipresent religion) to just another form 
of Hinduism. A more significant attribute o f the mythological narratives o f diara, may be 
seen in their opposition to the Brahmanical theme o f the Sanskrit texts The presence o f  
familiar Hindu mythological characters may make it seem that the mythology o f diara is
14 Partha Chatteijee has aptly noted in the context of the peasants of colonial Bengal: “It is hardly 
surprising that the ideology which shaped and gave meaning to the various collective acts of the 
peasantry was fundamentally religious. The very nature of peasant consciousness, the apparently 
consistent unification of an entire set of beliefs about nature and about men in the collective and active 
mind of a peasantry is religious. Religion to such a community provides an ontology, an epistemology 
as well as a practical code of ethics, including political ethics.” See, his “Agrarian Relations and 
Communalism in Bengal” in R. Guha (ed.) Subaltern Studies, vol.I, Delhi: Oxford, 1982, p.31.
Religion also played a crucial role in the tribal resistance in colonial India. Analysing the Santhal hool, 
Guha wrote, “The leaders of the insurrection clearly felt authorized by God himself in declaring war on 
the Raj. As their adversaries were quick to recognise, it was from this spiritual justification that the 
hool derived much of its drive and fury.” See, Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects o f Peasant Insurgency 
in Colonial India, Delhi: Oxford, 1983. p. 112. Similarly, during the Moplah rebellion (1921), Ali 
Musaliar, a leader of the uprising, was told in a dream by Mapratti Thangal, a Moplah saint revered all 
over Malabar, that “the time for establishing Khilafat had come.” See, D. N. Dhanagare, Peasant 
Movements in India, 1920-50, Delhi: OUP, 1983, pp.78-9. This role of religion in the agrarian 
resistance is not specific to India, as peasant revolts carrying messianic tones have been reported from 
other parts of the world as well. See, J. M. Bak & G. Benecke (ed.) Religion and Rural Revolt, 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984.
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nothing but a localised version of classical Hindu mythology. But the moment we take into 
consideration the attributes assigned to these icons, any doubt in the contradiction between 
the two disappears Diara myths are also significant for the preservation of Gangota past, 
which, otherwise, has either been considered too insignificant to be given a share in the 
regional history of Bhagalpur or registered as crime in the official documents.
Before we make any attempt to interpret the role of religion in the collective use of 
force by the diara community, it is necessary to clarify that Gangotas are Hindus, i.e., they 
claim and are accepted as low caste Hindus. But a large body of their religious beliefs and 
practices do not conform to the Brahmanical religious order. This may partly be attributed to 
their tribal past, 15 and partly to the fact that, “the religious beliefs and practices of 
subordinate caste groups are quite often based on principles that are contradictory to those 
of the Brahmanical religion.” 16 In the past few years, there have been quite a few studies 
arguing that the religious practices of lower castes tend to be different from, and often 
antagonistic to, the rituals prescribed in the Sanskrit scriptures. In an essay on the cult of 
Rahu among the lower strata (especially, Dorns), Guha noted the existence of numerous 
“disjunctions” in Hindu mythology reflecting many “ancient and unresolved antagonisms” 17 
The deconstruction of mythological texts to reveal the instances of social conflict in history 
is not an easy task, but the difficulty of attempting such an exercise in the context of 
Gangotas is increased by the fact that their mythological narratives are orally transmitted, 
and, hence, not bound by written word. While narrating a katha (mythological story) a 
Brahman priest has to maintain strict accordance with the Sanskrit scriptures, 18 but the 
Gangota story-teller has no such restriction. As a result, there are different versions of the
15 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account o f Bengal, vol.xiv, London, 1877, p.76.
16 Partha Chatteijee, “Caste and Subaltern Consciousness”, in Subaltern Studies, vol.vi, Oxford, 
1989. (emphasis mine) He cites works of many other scholars to substantiate his argument.
17 Ranajit Guha, “The Career of an Anti-God in Heaven and on Earth” in Ashok Mitra (ed ), The 
Truth Unites: Essays in Tribute to Samar Sen, Calcutta: Subamrekha, 1985, p.2. For the relationship 
between myths and social reality, see Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1966, especially pp.16-7.
18 In fact the status of a Brahman depends greatly upon his ability to recite the original Sanskrit 
narrative accurately.
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same mythological narrative of diara in circulation. Often the Gangota story-teller acts as an 
editor, and, occasionally, as the author of the narrative, without, however, acknowledging 
either The stance of a diara myth in relation to the dominant religious ideology varies not 
only from one storyteller to another, but sometimes in the same storyteller who may choose 
to narrate the story differently, depending upon the social context of narration What may be 
interpreted as a rejection of the Brahmanical Hinduism on one occasion, may appear to be 
affirming it on another. Although posing a great difficulty of interpretation, this ambiguity in 
the religious practice of Gangotas, as we would see, is crucial for their political agenda
/ .  The Apocalypse
This time 11989] Devi will arrive on a horse, and when She goes back the vehicle will be a 
rooster ...The king will lose his throne and there will be violence and bloodshed19
The events that followed this prophecy only reinforced the reputation of Jhauri Manjhi 
as a gifted soothsayer among the residents of Shankarpur. Not only was Bhagalpur subject 
to an unprecedented religious riot during October-November 1989, but also a change 
occurred in the government following the defeat of the ruling Congress Party in the 
Parliamentary elections of December 1989. The local Congress representative to the 
Parliament lost by a huge margin.20 As we would see later in this chapter, despite its 
accuracy the prophecy should have been considered a call for collective action rather than an 
exercise in soothsaying. However, Jhauri Manjhi claimed that he was only reading the signs 
given by Devi21, and, in support of his claim, he narrated the belief associated with the 
vehicles of Devi.
19 The statement was made by Jhauri Manjhi, an Ojha of Gangotas, 17 August 1989.
20 Chunchun Yadav defeated Bhagwat Jha Azad, a former Chief Minister of the province and also an 
important member of the Central Cabinet, by a margin of over 500,000 votes. Gangotas and many 
other communities of Bhagalpur diara voted against Azad.
21 Devi is the generic, and a vague, term for the feminine deity, worshipped by the people of diara in 
different manifestations.
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The annual worship ceremony o f Devi takes place in the month o f October 22 The first 
day o f this ceremony is said to be the day o f the arrival o f Devi and the eleventh day, which 
marks the end o f ceremony, is the day o f Her departure The vehicles o f arrival and 
departure are determined by the days o f the week (Sunday, Monday etc.) upon which these 
occasions fall There are seven different vehicles o f Devi that are distributed among fourteen 
categories o f  arrivals and departures Following is the tabular reproduction o f these symbols 
and their respective connotations:
Vehicles of Devi
Day Vehicles of Arrival Vehicles of Departure
Sunday Elephant Male Buffalo
Monday Elephant Male Buffalo
Tuesday Horse Rooster
Wednesday Boat Elephant
Thursday Palanquin Man
Friday Palanquin Elephant
Saturday Horse Rooster
Connotation of different vehicles of Devi
Vehicle Interpretations
Elephant Excessive rain, floods
Male buffalo Death, epidemic
Horse Political upheaval
Rooster Violence, unrest, bloodshed
Boat Good harvest, prosperity
Palanquin Famine, death
Man Prosperity, peace
If the beginning o f the ceremony falls on Saturday, the vehicle o f the arrival o f Devi is 
a horse which signifies political upheaval. The ceremony ends on eleventh day (Tuesday, in 
this case), which would be the day o f departure. As shown above, if Devi departs on 
Tuesday, the vehicle would be rooster, which symbolises violence, unrest and bloodshed.
22 This ceremony coincides with dashahara, the popular Hindu festival celebrating the victory of 
Durga over Mahishasur (a demon). But Jhauri Manjhi insisted on calling the deity Devi and that the 
ceremony of Bhagatv (devotees) had nothing to do with the puja (collective for rituals) performed by 
the Brahman priests. One crucial difference, according to him, existed in the fact that Bhagats worship 
devi-pirtda (small heap-shaped clay structure) which is permanent and immovable, whereas the 
Brahman priests perform puja to an effigy of Durga, which is especially erected for this purpose and 
immersed in water after the completion of the ceremony.
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These symbols do not indicate any random selection of animals and objects but have special 
significance in the social life of Gangotas. Elephant, Palanquin and horse are associated with 
the landed aristocracy in Bhagalpur Most of the local zamindars used to have these modes 
of transport. Elephant, due to its size and expensive upkeep, has always been considered by 
the local people as the symbol of affluence and high social status. According to the local 
inhabitants, the zamindars of Shankarpur (Grant, and after him Sukhraj Rai) had maintained 
several elephants, which were suitable for travelling in diara. Apart from their ability to 
swim across the river, these animals also provided security to the riders from any attack of 
discontent raiyats, who did not have access to guns and whose clubs and spears were of 
little use against a person sitting on an elephant.23 Horses, too, have traditionally been 
associated with kings, feudal lords, warriors and persons of authority. Until the very end of 
zamindari system, the members of low castes were forbidden from riding horses. It is still 
considered an offence, if a subordinate (agrarian labour or a sharecropper) remains mounted 
on a horse in presence of his malik or any member of the landed aristocracy.
Palanquin, (palki in the local dialect), carried by the low caste Kahars2A (the palanquin 
bearers), has been associated with the dominant social stratum of Bhagalpur in more than 
one way It was an enclosed chamber five or six feet long, three or three and a half feet wide 
and three feet high, a sliding door on each side, and a shaft or pole running across the length. 
Four bearers (two in front and two behind) were required to carry it on their shoulders. 
Generally, it was used by the women of higher classes, who had to observe parda. In rural 
areas, where the absence of roads made the use of horse carriages (gari) impossible, 
palanquins were the only mode of transport for the females and children of the privileged 
social category. Palanquins were also preferred by traders and moneylenders, who found it
23 In fact, in the event of a threat the mahawat (the elephant-driver), could make an elephant run and 
the challengers had no option but to flee to avoid being crushed under the feet of this giant animal. 
During the medieval period, elephants were widely used in battles, and their significance declined only 
after the introduction of guns.
24 The community of Kahar traditionally derived its social identity as well as livelihood from this 
occupation. For savama castes, it was considered polluting even to accept water from a member of this 
community. Although most of them now work as agrarian labour, they are still considered untouchable 
by the ritually higher castes.
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comfortable to lie down, and even sleep (due to the gentle swinging motion) while 
travelling. To avoid the scorching sun of Indian summers, many Europeans used palanquins 
to travel short distances. Hunter has mentioned that palanquins used by Europeans were 
neatly painted and had coloured glass windows and lamps.25 Variations in design and 
decoration of palanquins were indicative of the affluence and social status of their owners. 
Although the passenger of a palanquin was not in direct interaction with pedestrians, it was 
expected from the latter to clear out of the way and stand until the palanquin had passed 
This rule of etiquette was different in case of tandan (or tamdan), a palanquin of Mughal 
origin and generally used by nawabs and feudal lords. It was a sedan, shaped to look more 
like a throne, with a shaft running on either side and connected to the bottom. The seat was 
generally covered with velvet, and cushions had gold or silver embroidery. Handrests, panels 
and shafts were covered with silver and had ornamental carvings Unlike other palanquins, 
tandan did not have a roof but a velvet umbrella over the seat.26 As the shafts of tandan 
were connected to the bottom, the feet of the passenger were at the same level as the 
shoulders of the bearers. While being carried, the passenger was well above the heads of the 
pedestrians, which reflected his authority over the latter. Pedestrians, on the other hand, 
were not only expected to clear out of the way, but also to bow and greet the passenger of 
the tandan Although this feudal mode of conveyance has been replaced by cars, among the 
affluent families of the region it is still used on the occasion of marriage to carry the bride­
groom.
Two variants of palanquins are still used but only under special circumstances. The 
first is Doli (or dola) which generally has a dome shaped roof and doors covered with 
curtains on either side It is used among a few communities, to carry the bride from her 
parent’s house to the groom’s place of residence.27 Another type of palanquin is called
25 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Accounts o f Bengal, vol. xiii, p. 116.
26 I happened to see a tandan owned by the family of a Muslim zamindar of Bhagalpur. The 
descendants had converted this family heirloom into a source of income, by renting it out during the 
marriage season. The velvet of the seat covering and cushions had been replaced with synthetic 
(polyester) fabric, but otherwise it had retained the original condition.
27 It should be considered a marriage ritual, since the bride does not actually cover the entire distance 
on doli. She departs on a doli and then transferred to a motor vehicle or a train and when she arrives at
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khatoli, which has a small woven floor made of jute strings The frame is made of bamboo 
connected to a bamboo pole It is frequently used in diara to carry the sick or very old 
people who are unable to walk According to Jhauri Manjhi, khatoli cannot be considered a 
palanquin since it is not carried by Kahars but the male relatives of the passenger. Although 
elephants, horses and palanquins have traditionally been associated with the landed elites, in 
the belief about the vehicles of Devi, they signify the opposite. Thus, horse as a vehicle does 
not symbolise domination but its end, elephant does not bring affluence but flood and 
scarcity, the palanquin does not represent prosperity but epidemic and death.
Of the vehicles of Devi, the only positive set consists of man and boat. When man 
becomes the vehicle of Devi, there is peace and prosperity, and boat indicates good harvest. 
In the agrarian structure of diara, these two modes of conveyance carry negative values and 
represent the subjection of Gangotas to the respective authorities of zamindar and panidar 
As bonded labour, Gangotas are identical to a man who carries another man on his 
shoulders. In the mythological belief, however, this man does not carry another man but 
Devi Accordingly, the negative representation of this symbol in practice has been inverted 
to a positive meaning in the belief about the vehicles of Devi, i.e., in place of exploitation 
and misery of bondage, man as a vehicle becomes the indicator of peace and prosperity. 
Similarly, the symbol of boat indicates the subjection of Gangotas to panidari. Also, the 
occupation of boatmen is inversely related to that of cultivation. When there is bad harvest 
and scarcity, many Gangotas, driven by hunger, shift to their second occupation of boatmen 
in order to survive. Any increase in the number of Gangota boatmen, rowing across the river 
Ganga in Bhagalpur, is indicative of the crop failure in diara. But in their belief system, as 
illustrated above, if the vehicle of Devi is boat it is sure to bring a bumper harvest. Again we 
come across the inverse relationship between the meanings of a symbol in practice and in 
religious belief.
some point near her husband’s place she is transferred back to a doli and then carried to the destination 
where her in-laws perform welcoming rituals.
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The third category of symbols consists of rooster and male buffalo While the rooster 
as the vehicle of Devi, symbolises violence, unrest and bloodshed, the symbol of male 
buffalo represents death Both these creatures are used as sacrificial animals in diara 
Depending upon the scale of ceremony, either rooster or male buffalo is sacrificed in order 
to please Devi. What represents bloodshed and death of animals in practice, symbolises 
death and bloodshed inflicted upon human beings. Sacrifice is present in the mythology, but 
the sacrificial animal has been replaced by man
A significant attribute of this belief about the vehicles of Devi may be seen in the fact 
that the negation of original connotations of the symbols has been done without any 
extrapolation. No new symbols have been introduced to counter the original ones. Rather 
the destruction of original symbolism has been achieved internally, by a simple inversion of 
the original connotation of the symbols. To take an example, the opposition to feudal 
authority symbolised in a horse has not been constructed by introduction of any symbol or 
icon o f resistance, rather by inverting the value signified by this animal. Thus, instead of 
symbolising authority of a king, the horse signifies his ouster and political upheaval, which 
often indicates the presence of rebellion. This internal reversal of meaning conforms to a 
significant, and perhaps the most fundamental, dimension of Gangota resistance, i.e., the 
consciousness of protest, rather than coming from outside, has been indigenous to the 
agrarian relations of diara For example, the attempt o f Sukhraj Rai to distance himself from 
his raiyats by claiming descent from Bundela Rajputs28 was significant not only for his 
authority as a zamindar but also for the resistance o f Gangotas, as it was the same identity 
that came to be used in differentiating him from the inhabitants of diara Thus, what is 
introduced as a mode of domination, may be used in the undoing of that domination as well
28 The social background of this family is controversial, since Jharkhandi Jha, who compiled the 
genealogical trees of the important zamindar families of Bhagalpur, claims Sukhraj Rai to have 
descended from Bundela Rajputs (a significant order of Kshatriyas), but in the court records he is 
claimed to be Kalwar, a low caste which had brewing as its traditional occupation. On the other hand, 
the descendants of Sukhraj Rai have had spouses from the caste of Banias, a trading community. 
Considering the rule of caste-endogamy, the social background of the family would seem to rest in the 
community of Banias. However, all their spouses have come from other provinces and not from this 
region, which indicates that the local Bania community does not consider the descendants of Sukhraj 
Rai as brethren.
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As Foucault has put it, “there are no relations of power without resistances, the latter are all 
the more real and effective because they are form ed right at the point where relations of 
power are exercised.” 29
Apparently, this belief about the vehicles of Devi reflects the style of Brahmanic 
iconography in which different gods and goddesses have been assigned different vehicles.30 
However, this similarity of style should not be misinterpreted as the Brahmanical origin of 
this belief. The vehicle assigned to a deity is fixed in Brahmanical religion, whereas in the 
diara mythology there are different vehicles of Devi. Durga, the Shastrik equivalent of Devi, 
is said to ride a lion, 31 and none of the seven vehicles mentioned in the diara myth would be 
accepted as her vehicle. Male buffalo, rather than a vehicle, would be subject to the wrath of 
Durga, since it was Mahisasur, the demon inhabiting the body of a male buffalo (mahish in 
Sanskrit), who was killed by this indomitable goddess In fact, a ritual in the worship of 
Durga involves the sacrifice of male buffaloes. Roosters are used as sacrificial animals in 
tantricism, otherwise they are considered too impure to be associated with any Brahmanic 
deity. All these differences would rule out any possibility of this diara belief having 
Sanskritik origin. As our analysis of this belief would indicate, the vehicles of Devi are not 
only firmly grounded in the agrarian relations of diara, but also related to the physical niche 
of Gangotas.
There are two ways in which the seven vehicles of Devi can be interpreted. In the first 
re-arrangement, these reflect the local agrarian relations as well as the political agenda of the 
diara community. There are three sets of symbols that represent three different domains, as 
can be seen in the following table:
29 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge, London: Harvester Press, 1980, p. 142
30 The god of rain and the king of heaven, Indra, is said to rideAirawat, the white elephant obtained 
from the churning of the ocean, while the vehicle of Yama (Lord of Death) is a buffalo.
31 There are minor regional variations in the idols of Durga. In Bengal, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, 
Durga is generally seen riding a lion, but in Delhi, Jammu and Punjab region, lion is replaced by tiger. 
The term for lion in Hindi is ‘sher’ (Persian equivalent of Sanskrit ‘Sinh’). In Punjabi, on the other 
hand, there are no separate words for lion and tiger, and both are known as sher’. Durga is often 
referred to as ‘sheronwali mata’ in Punjabi, but is depicted as riding a tiger.
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S ym b ols o f dom ination Sym bols o f  sacrifice Sym bols o f bondage
E lep h an t R ooster M an
P alanqu in M ale buffa lo B oat
H orse
In the above schema, the first set of signs, which includes elephant, palanquin and 
horse, represents domination or authority, whereas the third set (man and boat) represents 
the bondage of Gangotas to zamindar and panidar respectively. These two sets are directly 
related, as domination implies bondage and vice versa There is nothing special about the 
presence of these two sets considering the semi-feudal nature of agrarian relations in diara, 
but the third set (rooster and male buffalo) introduces an element of dynamism which assigns 
significant meaning to the articulation of these mythological symbols in the social life of 
Gangotas. The sacrificial symbols introduce violence in the relationship between the two sets 
of symbols of domination and bondage. This set creates an ambiguity, since it is not clear 
who would be the sacrificer and who would be the sacrifice. However, this is resolved when 
we consider the fact that the violence used by zamindar and panidar is implicit in the 
symbols of domination, which makes a separate set of symbols for this purpose unnecessary 
Also, the Gangota origin o f this religious belief suggests that the target of the violence 
indicated by sacrificial symbols are going to be their oppressors and not themselves. Thus, 
the third set of symbols (sacrificial) refers to the violence that accompanies agrarian 
resistance in diara, rather than the coercion used in the maintenance of the local power 
structure In this sense, the belief about the vehicles of Devi not merely reflects the agrarian 
relations of diara but also calls for an alteration in these relations, which may be interpreted 
as a manifestation of consciousness behind the collective protest of Gangotas.
The ‘vehicles of Devi’ are also crucial for their representation of the experience of 
Gangotas. The most frequent symbol is the elephant. Boat and man are least frequent as they 
have been assigned only one day each. All other vehicles figure twice. Diara, the habitat of 
Gangotas, is commonly known for its frequent floods. Among adverse natural conditions, 
floods are the most significant determinant o f diara cultivation. It is this geographical
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attribute of diara explains the highest frequency of elephant as the vehicle of Devi. On this 
basis we can rearrange the vehicles according to their relationship with different domains:
Natural conditions of 
agriculture
Body Polity
Elephant Palanquin Horse
Man Male buffalo Rooster
Boat
Natural conditions, which affect the diara agriculture, occupy a central position in the 
life of Gangotas. These symbols can be taken as a narrative of their experience, in which 
adversities outweigh hope, as reflected in the disproportionate frequency of positive and 
negative metaphors. Elephant has been assigned four days, whereas man and boat occur only 
once each. Elephant represents the experience of diara cultivators with the unpredictable 
nature of floods that make the successful completion of the crop-cycle a surprise. Man and 
boat, which Gangotas identify with their own labour, is overshadowed by elephant. 
Palanquin and male buffalo, with negative implications, represent the domain of their bodily 
existence As mentioned earlier, khatoli (a type of palanquin) is used in diara to carry sick 
and aged. The only other instance where a human body is carried by others is when a corpse 
is taken to the cremation grounds. In the light of the high incidence of deaths borne out of 
disease and epidemic in diara, both an extended longevity and successful procreation 
become cherished dreams for Gangotas. The third domain of experience, represented by 
horse and rooster, is the domain o f polity. As both these metaphors imply disorder and 
violence, they represent the volatile nature of power-relations in diara
The origin of this belief about the vehicles of Devi is indeterminate, despite its 
similarities with the iconography of Brahmanic mythology. The local residents claim that a 
long time ago an Ojha, who was visiting the temple of Kamakhya32, was told by Devi about 
Her different vehicles. In its reversal of the meanings of the symbols o f domination, the
32 A significant feminine deity, whose temple is situated at Kamakhya (Assam). This place is a 
famous centre of Vampanthi (left handed path) Tantricism, which fall outside of the Brahmanical 
religious order.
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mythological belief clearly stands in opposition to the local savarnas as well as to the 
Brahmanic religion that rationalises their authority. Although lacking any obvious relevance 
to history, the myth actually represents the agrarian structure of diara in its totality, as 
evident in the fact that not only does it capture domination and subordination, but also 
resistance It is the representation of the latter that makes this mythical belief a product of 
subaltern consciousness, which is characterised by an urge for the reversal of social order. It 
contains a call for resistance, which, though ahistorical, has played a crucial role in shaping 
historical events. The arrival of Devi on a horse had nothing to do with the political 
conditions of 1989, but the degree to which this mythological occurrence was highlighted by 
the elders of diara community prior to the events that followed reflects the willingness of 
Gangotas to make this occurrence historically relevant.
2. Vishahari: The Frog-Eating Goddess
“You are a bengkhauki [a frog-eating female], and I am a vaishnav [a devotee of Vishnu who
does not eat or kill any living being]. How can I worship you ?”
- Chand Saudagar to Goddess Vishahari, in Bihula Vishahari
The story of Chand Saudagar and his ordeal with Vishahari, the goddess of snakes, has 
been popular in northern and eastern parts of India. Numerous ballads in different languages, 
including Bhojpuri, Magahi, Maithili, Angika and Bangala, share this mythological theme. 
The multiplicity of claims made by the folklores of different regions rules out any possibility 
of determining the origin of the myth of Vishahari, but the geographical references in the 
narrative point towards the region of Bhagalpur. Moreover, among Gangotas and other 
lower-castes of the region, Vishahari is considered to be one of the most significant forms in 
which Devi (the generic term for feminine deities) is worshipped. Mythologically, she is the 
goddess o f this region, since it was here in Bhagalpur that her first worship ceremony 
occurred. As the goddess o f snakes, Vishahari is believed to control the powers to cure 
snake-bites. For this reason, this deity holds a central position in the rituals performed by 
Ojhas of diara.
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There are three ways in which Vishahari is worshipped in the region In Shankarpur, 
and in many other diara villages, this deity can be found at the debi-than (literally, the seat 
of Devi), the most sacred place of the village Unlike temples, at debi-than there are no 
icons or sculpted images representing the deities, but pinds, small vermilion covered dome 
shapes of clay One of these pinds, generally the largest, belongs to Vishahari, while the rest 
represent other feminine deities, referred to as her sisters. The upkeep of devi-than is the 
responsibility of a Bhagat (a male devotee), who cleans the place and then decorates pinds 
with vermilion and flowers. Apart from religious specialists (Ojhas and Bhagats), the daily 
worshippers mostly consist of women. The worship at devi-than involves simple rituals 
(offering of flowers, vermilion and Ganga water) but on certain occasions, especially during 
the times of distress or due to the fulfilment of some wish, the rituals become elaborate and 
involve the sacrifice of roosters. Such a ceremony is generally sponsored by a ghor, but 
during scarcity caused by a failed crop an elaborate worship ceremony may be organised by 
the village community. The rituals performed at devi-than are open and public.
The second type o f worship, mainly performed by the religious specialists like Ojhas 
and Dians (literally, witches, but here the female equivalent of Ojha), does not take place at 
devi-than but in some secluded place. Rituals, in this case, are both secretive and 
individualistic, and resemble tantricism to a great extent.33 The objective largely relates to 
the special powers that an aspirant receives from Vishahari by pleasing her The curative 
powers of Ojha and Dians indicate the qualitative aspect o f their respective relationships 
with the deity The ineffectiveness of an Ojha’s treatment, on the other hand, may be 
interpreted as his fall from the grace of Devi, which, in turn, adversely affects his status in 
the community. Thus, these rituals are not only significant for obtaining such powers but 
also for their maintenance.
The rituals involved in the annual worship of Vishahari differ from those performed by 
the regular worshippers and the ones undertaken by Ojha and Dians for obtaining healing
33 The main difference rests in the absence of Sanskrit mantras that have been replaced by the verses 
of rustic Angika. Also, we don’t have any evidence of the worship of this deity by tantriks.
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powers Unlike these two types of worship, the annual ceremony follows a calendrical cycle 
and occurs during the middle of August. The ceremony is also linked with the crop-cycle of 
diara, as it coincides with the beginning of the sowing season. In urban areas, the ceremony 
is marked by the erection of clay effigies of Vishahari and other characters that appear in the 
myth After the completion of the ceremony, these effigies are carried around in procession 
and finally immersed in Ganga. Among the rural population of the district, the annual 
worship of Vishahari features collective singing of the ballad that commences about a month 
prior to the ceremony. The ballad is about thirty hours long, and takes fifteen evening 
sessions o f two hours each. In Shankarpur, every alternate evening, the residents assemble at 
devi-than and sing a section of the ballad. An exceptional feature of this collective singing is 
the participation of women alongside male singers, which is not known in case of other 
bhajans. On the final day of the ceremony, all the residents of the village visit the temple of 
Vishahari in Champanagar.
The temple is fairly small and the original deity has been replaced by a statue of 
Vishahari. Although central to the worship of this snake-goddess in the region, the temple is 
managed by the community of taanti. The traditional occupation of taantis has been 
weaving, as taant denotes strings pulled out from the entrails of dead oxen Compared to ­
other communities of this region, taantis are more affluent due to their virtual monopoly 
over the local silk industry.34 But, they are still considered among sudras by the members of 
higher castes due to their traditional unclean occupation. The tantis of Champanagar, 
however, refute their ritual inferiority by claiming their mythological descent from Chand 
Saudagar, a rich merchant who was chosen by Vishahari as the first person to perform a 
worship ceremony for her. The temple is managed by a sardar (chief), who is elected from 
among the members o f the taanti community for a tenure of five years. For the performance 
of rituals, there is a Brahman priest employed by the temple. The sardar claims that until a 
century ago, the rituals were performed by sardars themselves and the initial employment of
34 The Bhagalpur silk, especially mulberry and matka (a type of fabric woven from the silk thread 
extracted from the cocoons of the worms raised in clay pitcher or matka), has always been in great 
demand in different parts, which has contributed to the affluence of taantis. A few of them also export 
their produce to other countries.
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Brahman priests was only as assistants. In due course, the office of sardar became 
managerial, and their participation in rituals ceased. Despite the general reference to the 
deity as Vishahari, the Brahman priest performs rituals in the name of Mansa. He claims that 
there is no difference between Vishahari and Mansa, the latter being the ‘appropriate’ 
Sanskrit name mentioned in shastras (scriptures). According to him, Mansa is the manas- 
putn  (brain-daughter) of Shiva, and has been known for her short temper. She is the 
goddess of snakes and sometimes appears in the form of a naagin (female cobra). She is the 
kul-devi (literally, family deity, here caste-deity) of the taantis of Champanagar, who are 
much superior to their caste-fellows in other regions. The enhanced ritual status of the local 
taantis, according to the priest, can be attributed mainly to two factors. They manufacture 
and sell silk, which is as sacred as gold, while taantis in other areas live by pulling taant 
from the dead oxen. Secondly, they have descended from Chand Saudagar, who achieved a 
very high status due to his bhakti (devotion) to Mansa It is the grace of Mansa that reflects 
in the prosperity of his descendants.35
The claim of the Brahman priest makes the origin of Vishahari ambiguous, despite the 
fact that he does not dispute the contents of the mythological narrative or the name of the 
deity (Vishahari) in popular usage. By claiming the deity to be Mansa, he rules out the 
possibility of the goddess having a local or non-Brahmanic origin Understandibly, the local 
taantis do not dispute this claim, since their mythological descendency from a ‘chosen’ 
devotee of the Brahmanic deity relieves them from the inferior ritual status subjecting their 
brethren in other regions. No doubt, this adversely affects the communal solidarity of 
taantis, but in the contemporary social context of Bhagalpur the possession of wealth is 
considered a more significant determinant of social status than the caste-background, and in 
this respect the taantis o f Champanagar are better endowed than their caste-fellows in other 
regions. Thus, there is little reason for these acclaimed descendants of Chand Saudagar to 
disbelieve the Brahmanic view of the origin of their kul-devi. In spite of this silent approval, 
the legitimacy of the Brahmanic claim to Vishahari holds only as long as the mythological
35 Interview with the management committee (including the Brahman priest), Vishahari Temple, 
Champanagar, 13, 14 and 16 August 1989.
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story remains untold The textual analysis o f the myth not merely contradicts the Brahmanic 
ownership o f the deity, but also unfolds the tremendous violence that this myth inflicts upon 
the Brahmanic religion Following is a brief summary o f the mythological story:
Vishahari, the goddess of snakes and daughter of Shiva, desired to be worshipped by all 
human beings like other major deities. Shiva told Her that if She could pursue Chand 
Saudagar (a rich merchant and a staunch vaishnavite36) of Champanagar la town near 
Bhagalpur| to perform a worship ceremony, other mortals would follow suit.
Following this advice, Vishahari appeared to Chand Saudagar and expressed Her desire. As it 
was for the first time that some god or goddess appeared in person to Chand Saudagar, and 
that too. with a desire to be worshipped, he was only happy to arrange a ceremony. During the 
rituals, when the sacrificial pinds [small balls of flour or rice] were offered to Vishahari, these 
turned into frogs and She ate them all. This disgusting spectacle angered Chand Saudagar. He 
discontinued the ritual and said to the goddess, “You are a bengkhauki [the female who eats 
frogs] and I am a vaishnav [a devotee of Vishnu who does not eat or kill any living being].
How can I worship you ?” The ceremony was abandoned. Due to the wrath of Vishahari, the 
merchant fleet of Chand Saudagar returning from a foreign voyage sank in the river [Ganga]. 
Not only did he incur a great loss of wealth, but also lost his six sons who were aboard the 
ship» Chand Saudagar was grieved, but remained firm on his decision to not to worship 
Vishahari.
The marriage of Bala [Chand’s youngest, and the only son alive] was arranged with Bihula, a 
female known for her extreme beauty and religious temperament Vishahari threatened Chand 
Saudagar that if he did not perform a worship ceremony She would kill Bala on his wedding 
night. To prevent this, Chand ordered for the construction of an iron chamber for his son. 
Vishahari sent manihar naag (a cobra with a jewel on its head) to the blacksmith entrusted 
with the job of constructing this chamber. Under the threat from the serpent, the blacksmith 
agreed to leave a small hole in the chamber.
After the marriage, when Bala returned with Bihula to his father’s place, he was asked to sleep 
in the newly constructed iron chamber. While asleep with his bride, Bala was bitten by 
manihar naag . Next morning, when Bihula found her husband dead, she decided to bring him 
back to life. So, with the dead body of her husband, she started her upstream journey in the 
river Ganga on a raft. Her raft was stopped by Godha Dorn37, who tried to pursue her to throw 
away the dead body and live with him as his wife, but she did not agree. She was helped by 
Ganga, who oveipowered lustful Godha and Bihula was free to continue her voyage. On her
36 A worshipper of Vishnu. These pjeople do not eat or kill living beings. As one of the main sects in 
Hinduism, Vaishnavism has been opposed to Shaivism (worship of Shiva) and Shakti cult (worship of 
Goddess Kali). In Bhagwat Purana, a major scriprture of Vaishnavism, the devotees of Shiva have been 
castigated. To quote, “Those who worship Shiva and those who follow them are the opponents of holy 
scriprtures .Let the feeble minded who, with matted locks, ashes and bones, have lost their purity, be 
initiated into the worship of Shiva in which wine and other intoxicants are regarded as gods ’’ 
Bhagvata Purana: iv.2
37 Dorn is an untouchable caste of sweepiers, but they also look after the cremation grounds, generally 
on the river banks. Godha dom looked after one such cremation ground.
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way she met Netula Dhobin38, who had powers to bring any dead back to life. Every morning 
Netula would behead her husband and son, and make a paat [washing-stand| with their bodies 
to wash clothes. After finishing her job in the evening, she would bring them back to life. On 
the request of Bihula, Netula tried to bring Bala back to life, but she did not succeed, since the 
right toe of Bala had been swallowed by a fish. Then, Netula took Bihula to court of Indra (the 
king of heaven] There Bihula performed a dance to please Indra, who asked her for a boon.
But when Bihula expressed her desire to bring her husband back to life, Indra showed 
helplessness. He said that Vishahari was angry, since Chand Saudagar abandoned the worship 
ceremony and it was unlikely that any god, including Shiva, would be able to restore Bala's 
life. Upon Indra’s advise. Bihula performed a rigorous ritual penance to please Vishahan.
After a long time, when she stopped breathing, Vishahari appeared to her in person. After 
Bihula promised that she would make her father-in-law perform a worship ceremony,
Vishahari sent her to Tunni Rakshasam [a female demon], who kept souls of the dead. Upon 
meeting Tunni Bihula addressed the female demon as mausi (mother's sister). Tunni was very 
pleased with Bihula and released the soul of Bala. Bala came back to life and returned to 
Champanagar with his wife. Bihula was successful in pursuing Chand Saudagar to worship 
Vishahari Chand Saudagar organised a worship ceremony for Vishahari, which lasted for a 
month. By pleasing Vishahari, Chand Saudagar was able to regain his wealth, his merchant 
fleet and his six sons. He also ordered for the construction of a temple in Champanagar where 
Vishahari would be worshipped every day like other deities.
The above narrative constructs an image o f Vishahari that contradicts the claim o f the 
Brahman priest, since the nature o f the deity is clearly un-Brahmanic. She is bengkhoukP9 (a 
frog eating female), a food-habit not only unthinkable for the Brahmanic idols but also 
tabooed among the local savarna castes. Human groups that can be identified with this 
‘unclean’ usage are either tribals, which have had little to do with Hinduism, or untouchables 
like musahar, a community that derives its very name from its practice o f eating mice. It is 
likely that this food-habit was practiced by the inhabitants o f  diara, who were reported to be 
“semi-Hinduised aborigine” during the end o f the last century. On the other hand, the 
possibility that the myth derives the bengkhauki character o f Vishahari from the dietary habit 
o f snakes cannot be ruled out. In either case, there does not seem to be any doubt that the 
origin o f this deity is exterior to Brahmanic mythology.
To the dismay o f  the local taantis, the myth does not mention Chand Saudagar being a 
member o f their community Rather than a social underdog, he has been depicted as a rich
38 Dhobin means washerwoman or a woman belonging to the caste of Dhobi, which is considered to 
be very low in the ritual hierarchy.
39 “Höre hammain nai pujbai re debi kani bengkhouki re” (I will not worship the goddess who eats 
frogs), says Chand Saudagar.
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merchant, more likely a bania, and a representative of the privileged both in terms of 
affluence and religious allegiance. His representation as a social elite is crucial to the 
structure of the myth, since the core o f the narrative rests in the worship of a non-Brahmanic 
deity by a staunch Vaishnavite. When subjected to the wrath of Vishahari, Chand Saudagar 
receives no help from Vishnu. The superiority of Vishahari over Brahmanic idols is also 
reinforced when Indra, the king of the heaven and a favourite of Vishnu, shows his 
helplessness in reviving Bala against the wishes o f Vishahari. Bihula performs a ritual 
penance and Vishahari appears, but it is only when Bihula promises that her father-in-law 
would perform a worship ceremony that Vishahari agrees to give Bala’s life back. In the 
end, Chand Saudagar does perform a worship ceremony for the goddess, which indicates his 
acceptance of Vishahari as a superior deity than Vishnu. As the myth posits Vishahari in 
opposition to Vaishnavism, her worship by Chand Saudagar may be interpreted as a defeat 
of the Brahmanic ideology, which assigns Vishnu the greatest significance.
An important attribute of the narrative rests in the depiction o f characters in roles that 
defy the prescribed hierarchical order. Bihula, the daughter-in-law of a rich merchant, has to 
perform the role of a dancing girl, a role forbidden for the females of higher social stratum. 
On the other hand, Netula, a female belonging to the low caste of dhobi, has been portrayed 
in the possession of powers that would bring any dead person back to life. The ultimate goal 
o f Bihula, i.e. to revive her husband from death, is a part of the normal daily routine for 
Netula This reverses the Brahmanical order, in which Netula would be too inferior, thanks 
to her gender and caste, to have any powers at all. Similarly, Tunni rakshasani, a female 
demon has been portrayed as the custodian of souls, a role generally assigned to Yama in the 
Brahmanic mythology, which forges an opposition between gods and demons as 
representatives o f good and evil respectively. By depicting a rakshasani as the custodian of 
souls, the myth clearly violates the Sanskritik tradition. The reversal of caste-hierarchy is 
also reflected in Godha, who belongs to the untouchable caste of dom, and yet attempts to 
seduce the daughter-in-law of a rich merchant. In normal practice, it is the men of the 
privileged class who consider it their right to use low-caste females to fulfil their sexual 
appetite The narrative contains two distinct, yet related, elements that significantly represent
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the attempt o f the local subordinate categories to undo the ideological code that categorises 
them as low by birth Firstly, it presents individuals o f subordinate communities in roles 
normally associated with the members o f the privileged class In this sense, it reverses the 
hierarchical order. Secondly, it contradicts the hegemony o f the Brahmanic religion, by 
presenting Vishahari, a non-Brahmanic deity, as superior to all other Hindu icons.
The relationship o f Vishahari with other feminine deities o f Hinduism is somewhat 
unclear While the Brahman priest o f  the temple at Champanagar claims Vishahari (Mansa) 
to be different from Durga and other goddesses only in form, Jhauri Manjhi thinks 
otherwise In the opinion o f the latter, Vishahari is much more powerful than Durga, and 
cannot be considered the same. The claim o f Jhauri is based on a mythological narrative that 
presents Durga in a manner that contradicts her depiction in the Brahmanic mythology.
Sailes Bhagat lived in Pakaria [a village in BhagalpurJ. He was strong, brave, courageous, and 
endowed with a great physical beauty, which made him desired by women. Many young 
maidens used to faint merely upon citing him. But he was married to the daughter of 
Rupchand Hajari, the marar (headman) of Maujampur village. After twelve years of his 
marriage, Sailes decided to bring his wife to Pakaria. Among the people accompanying Sailes 
on his way to Maujampur, was Chhachhan Dorn, his greatest friend and a master of tona- 
totaka.40 On their way, they were supposed to cross the kingdom of Raja Kanak Singh, who 
had abducted nine hundred brides by killing their husbands. As a precautionary measure, 
Chhachhan Dorn had taken with him two pairs of tigers and wild boars. By virtue of his 
magical powers, he was able to reduce the size of these animals so that they could fit in his 
bag.
Upon entering the territory of Kanak Singh, these people were arrested and produced in the 
royal court As expected, Kanak Singh ordered for their execution. When his soldiers were 
about to implement his orders, Chhachhan Dorn released tigers and boars from his bag. Out of 
fear, all the soldiers fled away. The tigers and the boars killed Raja Kanak Singh and all his 
nobles. When Sailes and his relatives reached Maujampur, the entire population of the village 
was ready to welcome them, as the news of their great feat had preceded them. Jirua and 
Pachua, two sisters, who had received great magical powers from Durga, were fascinated by 
Sailes, and wanted to marry him. Durga promised to help them in fulfilling their desire.
She turned into a bee and entered the bedroom of Sailes, who was about to go to sleep with his 
wife. The magic of Durga made Samari (Sailes’ wife) to fall asleep instantly, while the bee 
made it impossible for Sailes to stay in the room. He decided to go for a walk. Near the village 
lake he saw Jirua and Pachua, who were dressed in beautiful clothes and ornaments. They 
approached Sailes and conveyed their desire to marry him. Sailes refused as he was already 
married. Then the two sisters used their magic to make him fall in love with them. But, Sailes
40 It is difficult to translate this term in English since terms like “witchcraft" or “black magic" have 
negative connotations, whereas the term tona-totaka has no such value. It does, however, refer to 
magical powers.
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started playing his flute which made the magic ineffective. To help Jirua and Pachua, Durga 
turned into an eagle and snatched the flute away from the hands of Sailes. Without his flute, 
Sailes was easily captured by the two sisters who put him in the hollow of a bamboo and placed 
it in the centre of the lake.
In the morning, the friends and relatives of Sailes started looking for him everywhere. 
Chhachhan Dorn, with the help of his magical powers, came to know about the bamboo-stick 
in which his friend was confined. When he reached the lake, Jirua and Pachua attacked him 
with their magic. Chhachhan smiled and threw some flower petals at Jirua and Pachua. who 
instantly became unconscious. Having seen the defeat of her favourite devotees, Durga was 
outraged and attacked Chhachhan with all her strength. There was no effect on Chhachhan, 
who put the helpless Durga on a betel-leaf and blew her away. After this, he freed Sailes from 
captivity and they returned to Pakaria with the bnde.
The myth is especially popular among the untouchable community of Dusadhs who 
trace their mythological descent from Sailes. There are two major attributes that make this 
narrative significant in the present context. Firstly, in the friendship of Sailes and Chhachhan 
it celebrates subordinate solidarity that cuts across the caste boundaries. As we have noted 
earlier, the notion of bhaiyari (brotherhood, or mateship) has been significant in the agrarian 
resistance of diara, especially in case of the groups (‘gangs’) that decided to take up arms 
against the landlords. Many associates of Kailash Mandal came from communities (Mallah, 
Dusadh, Dharhi, etc.) other than Gangota. The inter-communal solidarity among the 
inhabitants o f diara has been made possible by their proximity in physical space as well as in 
social space, since not only do they inhabit a common physical territory but also share the 
same rank in the caste-hierarchy. The second significant attribute of the myth may be seen in 
its portrayal of the victory of this subordinate alliance over domination in both earthly and 
heavenly domains. While the killing of Raja Kanak Singh represents the subordinate victory 
in the earthly domain, the defeat of Durga marks the end of the glory of this ‘indomitable’ 
Brahmanic deity.
The depiction o f Raja Kanak Singh as encroaching upon the subordinate conjugal life 
represents the actual social reality experienced by the women of diara. Not so long ago, the 
sexual exploitation of the women of subordinate communities by the local zamindars and 
their employees (especially those directly involved in rent-collection) was considered normal, 
if not socially accepted. Rather than a mere example o f male lust, this behaviour represented 
the authority of the zamindar, which encompassed the entire existence of raiyats including
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the domain of body Apart from the practice of begar, under which raiyats had to provide 
free labour to the zamindar, the inclusion of body in the relationship of zamindari domination 
also manifested in the sexual exploitation of the raiyat women 41 This attribute of zamindari 
domination has been represented in the myth in the character of Kanak Singh, who has a 
notorious reputation of having abducted nine hundred brides after killing their husbands. The 
regime of sexual terror ends with his killing by the wild animals. The presence of wild 
animals in the narrative authenticates its representation of the semi-feudal social structure, 
since hunting was a favourite activity among the zamindars of the district. This could be 
attributed to the traditional association of hunting with nobility, but the popularity of this 
sport among the nineteenth century zamindars of Bhagalpur had much to do with their 
attempt to emulate the lifestyle of English lords. As a result, the evidence of the rich wild life 
of the region42 was only to be found in the trophies and stuffed animals (especially tigers) 
displayed in the offices and visiting rooms of the zamindars. Posing for photography was 
considered an essential completion ritual of a successful hunting venture, in which the 
zamindar, dressed in the jungle khaki, would stand with a rifle in his hands, and one foot on 
the dead tiger, a typical pose that captured the relationship between the hunter and the 
hunted In being hunted, raiyat women were similar to the wild animals, since in the local 
terminology, hunting is also used to refer to the approaches made towards a female with 
sexual intent. This relationship between the hunter and the hunted is reversed in the 
narrative, when the tigers and boars released by Chhachhan Dorn kill Raja Kanak Singh and 
his nobles.
The narrative also violates the Brahmanic mythology by portraying the defeat o f Durga 
at the hands of Chhachhan Dorn. With the help of Durga, Jirua and Pachua capture Sailes
41 The employees of the zamindar, especially sipahis and gomashtas, who had direct involvement in 
rent-collection, were notorious for their sexual appetite, and the women of poor families, which were 
unable to meet the high rental demand, were their common targets.
42 The colonial reports indicate that the district was rich in wildlife. Tigers (Felis tigris) were present 
in the hills of Kahalgaon (Colgong) as well as in the high grass jungles near the Kosi river. Other 
species of this family, including leopards (Felis pardus), tiger cats (Felis viverrina) and leopard cats 
(Felis bengalensis) were widely distributed in the region. Wild boars (Sus Indicus) were in abundance 
in the northern parts of the district. See, Hunter, Statistical Accounts, op. cit., pp.41-3.
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and place him in the hollow of a bamboo stick The two sisters attempt to stop Chhachhan, 
who has gone to free his friend from their captivity. When Jirua and Pachua fall unconscious, 
Durga launches a furious attack on Chhachhan But the magical powers (tona-totaka) of 
Chhachhan are far superior to those of the mighty goddess. Chhachhan places Durga on a 
betel-leaf and blows Her away. The depiction of this humiliating defeat of Durga in the 
narrative inflicts a severe blow to the Brahmanic religion, which projects this deity as 
indomitable (Durga, Sanskrit root durg), the power personified She is said to have 
originated from the combined powers of all the Hindu gods, to kill a demon called 
Mahishasur.
Atulam tatra tattejah sarvadevasharirajam 
Ekastham tadbhunnari vyaplokatryam twishwa43
The incomparable energy that rose from the bodies of all the gods took a female form and 
enlightened the entire universe.
The same Durga has been shown to have succumbed to the magical powers of 
Chhachhan, who belongs to the community of Dorn. The Hindu hierarchical order not 
merely excludes Dorns from the vama system, but also ascribes them such a polluting 
influence that the high caste people must avoid even the shadow of one if they wish to retain 
their ritual purity. Identified as Chandal in the Sanskrit texts, the mythological segregation of 
Dorns directly reflected into their territorial segregation, as the only place of their habitat 
could be the cremation ground .44 “Their dress (shall be) the garments of the dead, (they shall 
eat) their food from broken dishes, black iron (shall be) their ornaments, and they must 
always wander from place to place.” 45 As their survival directly depended on the death of 
people, everything about Dorns was considered inauspicious by the sacred texts. Their chief 
deity Rahu has been depicted as a demon, an anti-god in the Brahmanic mythology.46 In this
43 Shree Durga Saptashati, Gorakhpur: Geeta Press, 1988, in Sanskrit, (i).13, p.77 (translation mine)
44 A. L. Basham, The Wonder that was India, Delhi: Rupa, 1981 (revised edition), p. 146.
45 Georg Buhlerg, The Laws o f Manu, vol.25, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1984 (Reprint), x.52, p 414
46 See, Ranajit Guha, "The Career of an Anti-God in Heaven and on Earth" in Ashok Mitra (ed ),
The Truth Unites: Essays in Tribute to Samar Sen, Calcutta: Subamrekha, 1985, pp. 1-25.
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sense, the narrative may be interpreted as a severe violation o f the dominant religious code, 
since it depicts the victory o f a mortal being, that too an untouchable, over one o f the most 
significant Brahmanic deities.
The antagonistic social relations in diara are also reflected by the mythological origin 
o f Gangotas, which is fiercely contested by the local Brahmans who challenge it on the basis 
o f their textual knowledge.
After Bhagirath performed a long tapasya Iritual penance), Ganga descended from heaven.
She remained in the matted locks of Shiva for a long time, and it was not before a further 
tapasya by Bhagirath that Shiva released Ganga from His hair. She was escorted by Bhagirath. 
who was riding on a chariot. While leading Ganga, Bhagirath came near Champanagar [the 
ancient name of Bhagalpur|, and enchanted with the beauty7 of the city, he slowed down his 
chariot. He was overtaken by Ganga, who was travelling at a great speed. The chariot was 
caught in the mud created by the nver. Bhagirath tried unsuccessfully to release the wheels. He 
called for help but nobody came, as those who wanted to help him were frightened by the high 
waves of the river. Also, nobody knew swimming as their was no river before Ganga came to 
Champanagar.
Bhagirath requested Ganga to help him. She started flowing with a tremendous force and tried 
to free the wheels from the grip of the earth. But this made into a swamp what was a muddy 
patch, and the chariot started sinking. Desperate Bhagirath then prayed to Shiva, Who asked 
Ganga to use His semen present in Her water to create a man who would help Bhagirath.
A man of copper colour emerged from the river and started walking on water towards 
Bhagirath. He was so strong that just by using his left hand he pulled the chariot out and 
placed it on the solid ground ahead of the river. Bhagirath, who was very pleased, blessed him 
and said that till the end of the creation, the son of Ganga will enjoy the fertile soil (of diara), 
irrigated by the holy water of Ganga. The man was the first Gangota, from which the 
community descended.
Although it is difficult to conceive o f this kind o f relationship between Shiva and 
Ganga, there are scant, but sufficient, references in Brahmanic mythology to suggest that 
Ganga is one o f the consorts o f Shiva. Shiva is claimed to be married to the daughters of 
Himalaya and according to Ramayan, Uma, Parvati and Ganga are the daughters o f  
Himalaya.47 Moreover, Ganga is also referred to as Hemvati, the daughter o f Hemvat 
(Himalaya) . 48 The union between Shiva and Ganga is expressed in the contemporary ritual
47 Valmiki Ramayana, 1.35
48 There are a few works available on the relationship between Shiva and Ganga in the Hindu 
mythology. For example, Stevan G. Darian, The Ganges in Myth and History, Honolulu: University 
Press of Hawaii, 1978, pp.97-113.
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practices of the people who worship Shiva by pouring Ganga water on Shivalinga or the 
Ungarn.49
The above narrative differs from other Gangota myths at least in one significant way. 
Its style is pauranic, the one generally found in the textual Hindu myths. Also, the note of 
defiance that characterises diara myths in general is absent from this narrative. However, the 
apparent harmony of the myth is replaced by an attack on the dominant religious ideology, 
when we take into account the Brahmanic discourses on the divine hierarchy. The ideology 
of caste system does not ascribe any godly descent to Gangotas. They have been identified 
as kaivarta50, due to their occupation as boatmen. According to the religious code of Manu, 
one of the varnasankar (mixed descent) is “. . .a Margava (or) Dasa, who subsists by working 
as a boatman, (and) whom the inhabitants of Aryavarta [Sanskrit term for the sub-continent] 
call a Kaivarta.” 51 Moreover, kaivartas (boatmen) and nishads (fishermen) are excluded 
from the varna system. “All those tribes in this world, which are excluded from (the 
community of) those bom from the mouth, the arms, the thighs, and the feet (of Brahman), 
are called Dasyus, whether they speak the language of the Mlechhas (barbarians) or that of 
the Aryans.” 52 In the Brahmanic discourse, the narrative is present in a substantially altered 
form and stands in opposition to the one circulated in diara.
When the wheels of the chariot got stuck, Bhagirath asked for help. When the peasants 
working nearby ignored his call, he cursed them that the fertile land which they were sowing 
would be of no use and it would only breed their sin; that they would be homeless and face the 
wrath of Ganga; that they would not have any permanent occupation either on land or on 
water; that they would earn their livelihood from either dasavriti [by being slave] or dasyuvriti
49 Every year, during the Hindu month of Shravan, millions of devotees carry Ganga water from 
Sultanganj to Deoghar, a journey of eighty kilometres covered entirely on foot, to pour it on Shivalinga 
at Baidyanath temple.
50 One sub-caste of Gangota is known as Karvat, which may be assumed to be a distorted form of the 
Sanskrit term kaivarta.
51 The Laws o f  Manu, op. cit., x.34, p.410
52 ibid, x.45, p.413.
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[robber or dacoit| . On the request of Bhagirath the river eroded the earth beneath the wheels
and the wooden chariot became afloat. 53
As a way of authentication, this Brahmanic narrative forges a link with the religious 
scriptures by the use of the terms dasavnti and dasyuvriti, which, as we have noted earlier, 
were attributed to Kaivartas in Manusmriti. The antiquity of the scriptures has primarily been 
used to rationalise the negativity attributed to Gangotas by the local elites. Contrary to the 
claim of the narrator, the story cannot be found in any Sanskrit text, and, when stripped of 
its ideological (religious) element, the narrative actually reveals the agenda of the locally 
privileged From their perspective, Gangotas could either be dasa, if they accept their 
servitude, or dasyu, if they resist their subordination. The use of the two terms (dasa and 
dasyu) as antonyms clearly reflects the Brahmanic perspective in which insubordination is 
equivalent to crime.
On the other hand, the Gangota version of the myth attempts to negate the hierarchical 
inferiority of this community by claiming its descent from Shiva and Ganga. At the same 
time, the myth also articulates the claim of Gangotas over their habitat. The landscape of 
diara has been formed by the river Ganga, and in the myth it is the ritual penance performed 
by Bhagirath that caused Ganga to descend from heaven. Nobody else could have greater 
authority over diara than Bhagirath himself, and he gifted the territory to the ancestor of 
Gangotas. In fulfilling both these objectives, the site of the narrative has not shifted from the 
Brahmanic mythology. All the three characters - Shiva, Ganga and Bhagirath - used in the 
construction o f the narrative have been assigned great significance in the Brahmanic 
scriptures, and it is the same body of knowledge that rationalises the hierarchical social 
order. The myth does not violate, at least not overtly, the authority of the scriptures, yet 
reverses the avama status of Gangotas by ascribing them a godly descent. Compared to the 
previously discussed myths, i .e , Vishahari and Sailes Bhagat, this narrative appears to be
53 This version was narrated to me by Sidheshwar Jha of Bihpur, a Maithil Brahmin by caste, who 
contested the Gangota version on the basis that no low caste could have a godly descent and according 
to Mahabharata, the son of Ganga had been the mighty Bhishma, who never procreated, maintaining 
his pledge. He said that the claim made by Gangotas is false and the term Gangota does not mean the 
son of Ganga, but the one who has been cursed to face the wrath of Ganga.
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somewhat recent, as evident in the absence of any indication of the tribal past of Gangotas. 
Moreover, it puts a strong emphasis on the claim of Gangotas over ciiara. The necessity for 
such a claim would have been felt only in the instance of a threat to the rights of this 
community to the diara land. Also, the awareness of the existence of property rights in land 
would be apnori to such a claim Both these occurred only after the district of Bhagalpur 
was brought under colonial administration Although the responsibility of the colonial regime 
for the creation o f private property in land is disputed, there is little doubt in the fact that the 
alienation of Gangotas from diara land set in only after the introduction of Permanent 
Settlement (1793), which recognised zamindars as the absolute proprietors of land The 
Gangota awareness of land rights was a direct product of the experience of this community 
with the zamindari system. In this sense, the myth is closely linked with the history of the 
diara community, apart from refuting its inferior ritual status.
Diara myths reflect the structure of the local agrarian society, but more significantly, 
they represent the attempt of Gangotas to alter this structure As we have seen, the 
mythological narratives of diara go against the Brahmanic religion. However, this 
opposition is not always apparent, since in many diara myths (e g., the narrative containing 
the origin of Gangotas) the presence of Sanskritik metaphors and icons make such narratives 
resemble the stories told by the Brahman priests. The use of Brahmanic style in such myths 
is deliberate, although this may lead one to infer incorrectly about their source. Primarily, the 
Brahmanic guise adds to the legitimacy of the views contained in a diara myth, especially in 
the perception o f those who consider the Sanskrit texts to be the ultimate representatives of 
Hinduism. By shifting the referent to the ancient texts, a diara narrative comes at par with 
the ones generated by the local Brahmans. In the discourses of the latter, the legitimacy of a 
narrative is often obtained by forging a link with the ancient texts. In this sense, the religious 
specialists o f diara are using the same technique to enhance their ritual status that was 
originally applied by the locally privileged to rationalise the subordination of Gangotas The 
use o f the Brahmanic style enables diara myths to enter the territory of dominant mythology, 
but it does little good to the latter. Not only does it imply a loss of homogeneity for the 
Brahmanic discourses, but it also hampers their claim to hegemony. The circulation of
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contradictory narratives within the domain of Brahmanic discourse severely restricts its 
claim of representation. It loses both its status of representing Hinduism, as practiced in the 
region, to outsiders, as well as its status of being the sole representative of religion to the 
local Hindus.
3. Power o f the Possessed: Rituals and Religious Specialists
Pundit rakhain upas ki 
Debi abain bhagatain par
The Brahman observes fast, [but] Devi comes on (possesses) Bhagat.54
The incompleteness of Brahmanic hegemony in diara is also reflected in the parallel 
existence o f a body of religious specialists, which, although lacking in both a higher descent 
and the knowledge of shastras, exerts a considerable influence over the religious activities of 
diara residents. Such specialists primarily include Ojhas and Bhagats that derive authority 
from their affiliation with the local deities, which, despite their inferiority in the hierarchy of 
Brahmanic gods, are very popular among the subordinate agrarian communities of the 
region While both Brahmans on the one hand, and Ojhas and Bhagats on the other, identify 
themselves with the same religion, the differences between these two groups are far too 
great to allow Hinduism to have the status o f a unified religion. Not only do the two 
categories o f specialists advocate different religious beliefs and practices, the processes 
through which these two acquire social recognition are in contrast.
While the ritual superiority of Brahmans is established right at birth, Ojhas and 
Bhagats have to earn their status. Jhauri Manjhi, the Ojha of Shankarpur, could not pass his 
magical powers on to his children. Nor did he receive these from his father, who was an 
ordinary Gangota raiyat. Heredity has little role to play in the making of an Ojha, and in the 
case of Bhagat it is completely absent, since their status relies upon charisma and not 
training. Bhagats are responsible for the upkeep and maintenance of devi-than and the
54 This proverb is also used as a sarcastic remark on the efforts made by a person when the chances of 
a positive result are very slim.
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performance of daily worship rituals. In this sense, their functions resemble those of a 
temple-priest, but they have a special significance for their role as the media of Devi. It is 
often seen that during the performance of rituals a Bhagat would go in a trance, a 
phenomenon described by the local people as ‘the coming of Devi’.
As very few individuals are possessed by Devi, Bhagats command a great respect 
They are believed to have been chosen by the deity for their extraordinary devotion.55 Not 
only when uttered in trance, but also in day to day life, the words of a Bhagat carry great 
weight. The belief that bhagat ro j i  par debt basaichhai (On Bhagat’s tongue Devi resides) 
largely explains why it is considered essential in diara to consult Bhagat before initiating any 
significant project. A Bhagat is expected to know debi ro marji (Devi’s will)56, which is 
taken to be decisive for the outcome of any event. Apparently this may indicate the fatalistic 
nature o f the diara community, but the practical experience suggests otherwise. As the 
credibility o f a Bhagat depends greatly upon the social acknowledgment of his powers, he is 
unlikely to differ from the rest of the community insofar as the outcome of a collective act is 
concerned. When consulting a Bhagat to find out about the will of Devi in regard to a 
hanseri, the participants are actually seeking the religious sanction, which is the only way of 
rationalising the Gangota use of collective force. Hence, in practice, the phrase debi ro 
marji, rather than determining the communal will, becomes its affirmation. Although 
projected as the representative of supernatural in the human domain, Bhagats, in reality, are 
bound by the social requirements o f the time. This is reflected by their role in presenting the 
communal will as the will o f Devi, which is executed with extraordinary perfection through 
‘the coming of Devi’.
The possession o f Bhagats by Devi is irregular, but normally a Bhagat would be 
possessed six to eight times a year. This invariably occurs during the festivals, when large
55 Bhagat seems to be an adaptation of the Sanskrit term bhakt' which means a devotee, while the 
term for devotion is ‘bhakti’. The term bhagat’ is also used as a family name among many lower 
castes of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh
56 Parallels of this expression may be found in other religious contexts as well. Like the Arabic 
phrase inshallah (As Allah wills) and the Sanskrit term ishwarechha (The will of God), debi ro marji 
is used to describe events that are supposedly beyond human control.
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scale worship ceremonies are organised in diara Despite the claims of a strictly religious 
phenomenon reflecting the extraordinary devotion of an individual, ‘the coming of Devi’ on 
a Bhagat is a communal affair, since it always takes place in public. A typical occasion 
would be a worship ceremony, especially when the rituals are nearing the end and the 
sacrifice deemed to have been accepted by the deity. It is at this moment that the Bhagat 
would fall down on the ground with a loud shriek and start trembling, like a fish out of 
water. Interpreting it as the sign of the arrival of Devi, the dholakia (the drummer) would 
quicken the beat. With great difficulty a few men would make Bhagat sit up, but he would 
continue tossing his head back and forth violently. Neither his eyes nor his facial expression 
would reflect any acknowledgment of his surroundings. In a hoarse voice, he would utter a 
few words, which is interpreted as the speech of Devi. After a few hours of trembling and 
shaking he would faint, marking the end of his possession by the deity. A few splashes of 
water on the face help him recover to the normal state.
Both in the mode of transmission and in content, the speech of Devi is socially 
relevant. It is unheard of that Devi would communicate in a language other than the local 
dialect. Although Bhagat speaks in broken sentences, which become meaningful only 
through interpretation, the words are strictly from the local vocabulary. The content of this 
speech is invariably relevant to the social context. It may be a command, asking people to do 
something, or a forecast about the future course of events. In either case, the message of 
Devi always deals with an issue of primary social concern at the time, with little 
unanticipated by the villagers. The political nature of possession is reflected in the fact that 
on numerous occasions during 1970s Devi told the villagers that Kailash was Her son.57 As 
the message of Devi always reflects public opinion, the possession of Bhagats may be 
interpreted as a way of rationalising the communal will, which, among other things, 
constitutes the decision to use collective force.
While Bhagats are instrumental in providing religious sanction to the resistance of 
Gangotas, Ojhas are responsible for the translation o f religious idioms to those of
57 This was informed by Bisu Man dal, an old resident of Shankarpur
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insurgency. The term used to denote the power of Ojha is gw« 58 (knowledge), and, often, an 
Ojha is referred to as guru (one who knows; knowledgeable). Primarily, this gün refers to 
the knowledge of myths and religious rituals that provide diara religion with its distinct 
character. The undisputed authority of Ojha over religious stories does not merely derive 
from his unfailing memory, but also from his ability to make mythology relevant to the social 
context, which has direct consequences for the role of myths in the resistance of Gangotas. 
Ojhas actively contribute towards the maintenance of the note of defiance carried by diara 
myths. Generally, they fulfil this role with the help of interpretations suitable to contexts, but 
the need to counter Brahmanic narratives may lead an Ojha to generate new myths. The 
diara version of the narrative dealing with the origin of Gangotas, which we have discussed 
earlier, may be cited as a relevant example. Both in terms of style and in the use of 
Brahmanic characters, this myth reflects a stage in history at which the hinduisation of 
Gangotas was nearly complete. The communal acceptance of this narrative as the legitimate 
version of Gangota origin would not have been possible without the active cooperation of 
Ojhas, given their status as the sole custodians o f diara myths. It would be incorrect to 
assume that the Gangota mythology is transmitted from one generation to another without 
any change. In the agrarian society of diara the absence of written chronologies is 
compensated by the preservation of the past in mythological narratives. Moreover, like the 
formally written histories in modem civil society, the structure of diara mythology at any 
given moment is shaped by the political agenda of the community at the time. In less than a 
decade after his death, Kailash Mandal became the subject of a mythological ballad that 
attempted to reverse his image of a notorious dacoit in the official records, by portraying 
him as a demi-god.59 The mythology of diara is under constant transformation, thanks to the 
contributions o f Ojhas.
58 Most likely it has been derived from the Sanskrit term gün which means ‘quality’ or attribute’, but 
in the local linguistic usage it implies knowledge’.
59 This ballad is analysed in detail in Chapter IV.
154
The gim of Ojha also includes his ability to solve a wide variety of problems that may 
range from providing tor60 (cure) for a simple snake-bite to a more difficult task of making a 
‘hanserT successful An Ojha is a shaman, a witch-doctor and a medicine-man, combined in 
one However, his gun is always attributed to Devi. According to Jhauri, an Ojha is merely 
an instrument of Devi, and without Her powers he would not be able to perform any 
miracles. Conforming to this belief, he sings the songs of Devi during the treatment of a 
patient. A good knowledge of herbs is considered essential for an Ojha, but this knowledge 
is not considered separate from the giin that he acquires by pleasing the deity. His curative 
skills always have a spiritual justification. Different ailments, and subsequently their cures, 
are based on a simple belief in spirits. According to Jhauri, in the event of an untimely death 
(caused by accident or disease) the spirit o f the deceased keeps on wandering unless pacified 
by sacrificial rituals. Driven by the desire to come back to life, these spirits often possess the 
bodies of weak individuals, which is manifested in illness, and sometimes in death. The 
nature and abode of these spirits vary widely. For example, sudden shooting backaches are 
believed to be caused by chora, the spirit of a dead thief, which is supposed to abode 
abandoned dwellings and dark comers. Similarly, bramrakas, the spirit of a dead Brahman, 
is said to live on pipal trees. Described as jabbar (difficult to get rid of, sticky, strong), a 
bramrakas does not kill its victim instantly. When possessed by this spirit, a person loses 
ability to digest food and acquires the colour of hardi (turmeric). According to Jhauri, it 
may take weeks before the tor (medicine) would show any effect, and months before 
bramrakas is ‘swept out’61 o f the body of the afflicted person 62 There are other spirits, 
which, rather than possessing a person, hassle members of a ghor by throwing stones at their
60 Literally, tor means a break, often used to refer to the prescribed cure of a problem, which may be 
a herbal medicine or a religious ritual depending upon the nature of the problem.
61 The ritual involved in the treatment is called jharana, which means to sweep’ or to sweep out’ 
Also, the small hand-broom (made of kaas, the tall diara grass), which the Ojha runs over the body of 
the patient in the ritual is called jharu. While in the context of a disease jharana implies sweeping out 
of a spirit, in the case of snake-bites and scorpion stings it refers to the sweeping out of poison.
62 From the symptoms described by Jhauri it is clear that this affliction is nothing but jaundice, which 
at times in the past has been known to have acquired epidemic proportions in the region. To weaken 
the grip of bramrakas, the Ojha forbids the patient from consuming any food article that is liked by 
Brahmans. This rules out consumption of chikkan (creamy) food, especially the dishes cooked with 
ghee (clarified butter), since a rich diet would only make bramrakas strong. The juice of sugar-cane is 
highly recommended by the Ojha, as it is said to dilute the strength of the spirit.
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dwelling or by setting their belongings on fire. Occasionally, some spirits have been reported 
to have killed the cattle .63 Generally, Ojhas are able to negotiate with these spirits, but a few 
unreasonable ones require the application of coercive methods. The standard procedures in 
such a case involve immobilising the spirit first, and then sweeping it out from the ghor 
After this, the Ojha uses khutta (pegs, stakes) on the four comers of the dwelling to bind the 
area as the territory protected by Devi. Even a jab bar spirit like bramrakas cannot violate 
this territory.
While belief in spirits and ghosts is a common feature of the religious life of the rural 
populations of India, in diara it is integrated into the local polity. The popular belief in 
Ojha’s ability to control and channelise supernatural forces gives rise to the use of his gün in 
changing the outcomes of physical events. Often the disputes of the physical world are 
translated into spiritual warfare, especially when one of the contesting parties is unable to 
match the strength of the adversary There are numerous ways in which an Ojha can play a 
role in changing the outcome of a conflict. He may either use a baan64 (literally, arrow) to 
cause the death of the enemy, or, alternatively, provide a rachha65 to protect a person from 
any physical and magical attack. When a man is experiencing good fortune (e g., good 
harvest), he may be given a ganda by the Ojha to counter the harmful effects of najar66 (the 
evil eye) of his enemies. When suffering from miseries caused by najar, a man may be asked
63 Following the floods (August) of 1987, the cattle belonging to the residents Lodhipur (a diara 
village) started dying one after another. It stopped only after an Ojha performed rituals for a fortnight 
to pacify the spirit of a Muslim fisherman, who had died of drowning a few months earlier.
64 A baan, according to Jhauri Manjhi, is an invisible arrow that can be used to kill a person. It 
involves a ritual in which the Ojha invokes some spirit and asks it to make the arrow (represented by 
an offshoot of seri, a papyrus like plant) pierce the enemy. The sprig that is kept between two banana 
leaves is expected to disappear after the successful completion of the ritual. As an effect of the baan, 
the enemy is expected to vomit blood and die, unless protected by a more powerful Ojha. In the latter 
case, the baan come back and cause uncertain misery to the individual who sponsored the ritual.
65 A red thread tied on the left arm of a man believed to bring upon him the protection of Devi 
against any physical or magical attack. The term could have its origin in the Sanskrit word raksha, 
which means ‘to protect’ or ‘to defend’.
66 The origin of the term rests in Persian nazar, which means gaze. In the present context, it refers to 
the gaze of envy that is likely to bring harm. Najar also connotes a gift made to a superior authority to 
win its favourable gaze. It is an acknowledgment of the dominance of the recipient. Originally 
practiced in the Mughal court, it came to be known in diara as a post-harvest zamindari cess collected 
forcibly from the cultivators.
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to wear a tab ij61 The use of these spiritual objects are common among the male members of 
Gangota community, whose social obligations frequently require them to participate in the 
collective exercise of force. As the belief in spirits and ghosts is common in the region, the 
influence of Ojha cuts across communal boundaries. They are respected for their services as 
exorcists and feared for their command over supernatural forces. The acknowledgment of 
Ojha’s gun has an undesirable effect on the Brahmanic claim to hegemony, since they no 
longer remain the only interpreters of the heavenly domain.
In addition to Ojha, there is another social category believed to be in possession of 
magical powers. Dian (pronounced generally as da-yan but in diara as da-in)6* is the female 
equivalent of Ojha, but only more secretive. This is reflected in the following song, which is 
sung during the treatment of snake-bites:
Mother ! The giin of Ojha makes the body to tremble 
Mother ! Dian’s giin makes the body to tremor 
The poison [of the snake] feels like stabs of red hot knives 
Bow your head and accept the command of Devi 
Bow your head and pray to Devi 
Son ! use the giin of Ojha to stop the poison from spreading 
Son ! use the giin of Dian to check the poison.69
All the rituals of an Ojha, except for the ones meant for obtaining magical powers, are 
performed in public. Opposite to this, nobody has ever seen any ritual performed by a Dian 
Their activities take place in absolute secrecy, the only evidence being the objects that are
67 Tabij is a tiny bag made of black fabric, containing magical mustard seeds, black sesame seeds and 
bone fragments, and is generally tied on the right arm of a person suffering from the harmful effects of 
najar.
68 Dians are female equivalents of Ojha and obtain their giin from the same source.
69 This song is sung when a person suffering from snake-bite is being treated. Following is the 
original version in Angika:
.. .. ojhcrwa ke gun maigo sariro chaunkabai chai 
dainia ke gun maigo sariro kampawai chai 
humra par charai maigo lali lali churia 
humra hukum re beta sirdhari nai ge 
sirdhari nai re beta mai ke duari re 
baithka je  bandhihen re beta ojhwa ke gun re 
baithka je  bandhihen re beta dainia ke gun re...
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left behind after the performance of rituals. A female is unlikely to admit her possession of 
magical powers, which makes it difficult to confirm the available information on Dians The 
clients of this female magician are women who are seeking solution of a problem that is 
either personal or related to their ghor. Men, who do not have direct access to Dians, can 
only ask some female member of their ghor to make a contact. Neither the meeting nor its 
outcome is ever revealed to a third person.
It is believed that both Ojhas and Dians receive their gun by pleasing Devi, but the 
latter have access to a larger variety of magical tools than the former. For example, gutka 
and putla are exclusively under the control of Dians. A gutka is like a baan, except for the 
fact that it is bound to be effective whereas the success of baan is uncertain. The grass 
offshoot of baan is replaced by an iron nail in gutka, which is used by the Dian to pierce a 
lemon. It is believed that a Dian must have access to some object that has been in body 
contact with the victim. Putla is a form of voodoo, in which a small (about six inches long) 
human figure made of barley flour is pierced with nails that are believed to cause pain to the 
victim, except for the one pierced in the heart of the effigy which implies death. It is not 
clear whether Dians are skilled in herbal treatment, but they are believed to be in possession 
of healing powers. A well known method is dhakani, in which a small clay plate containing a 
piece of cloth, a lemon, some barley, vermilion and a fragment of chicken bone is placed on 
a crossroad. The cloth is supposed to have come from the dress of the patient, whereas the 
bone is from the male fowl supposed to have been sacrificed in the ritual performed by the 
Dian It is believed that the spirit causing the ailment is lured by the sacrifice to shift from 
the body of the patient to the plate. The frequent appearance of dhakanis in public places 
indicates that the services of Dians are regularly sought by the villagers, despite the fact that 
no body in diara ever acknowledges having anything to do with Dians.
Although religious specialists o f subordinate communities in general have been 
assigned negativity by the Brahmans, it has been acute in the case of Dians, who came to be 
considered as absolute evil. This may largely be attributed to the fact that the possession of 
magical powers by a female has always been considered a violation o f the patriarchal niche
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jealously guarded by the Brahmanical Hinduism. A number o f traditional norms, including 
those aimed at regulating the role of women in society, weakened under the influence of 
colonial culture, as the practices and institutions o f the indigenous society were found to be 
lacking when judged against the cultural parameters of the mother country. But this did not 
include the Brahmanic prejudice against Dians, since they were identified as the Indian 
equivalent of witches. The expansion of modern education under the colonial rule was not 
neutral in this regard, as the English image of witch found its way into the curriculum via the 
English literature (e g. Shakespear) to reinforce the negative representation of Dians The 
Dians of diara are normal women, with children and families, who lead their lives no 
different from other women of this agrarian community. To some extent one would tend to 
agree with the claim of a local resident that all women are Dians, as on different occasions 
they perform rituals that are specific to females. To cure her baby from the harmful effects of 
najar a mother may bum red chillies in the hearth while praying to Devi, or an unmarried girl 
may dress in yellow clothes and water a banana plant in secrecy to obtain a good husband. 
While numerous magical rituals are performed by women in their normal daily life, some 
rituals (including putla and gutka) that can cause harm if not performed properly, require the 
help of women of proven experience. Also, only a few women can cope with the sacrifice of 
fowls involved in certain rituals. It is these ‘experienced’ women that are known as Dians, 
although they never admit their participation in such rituals.
The crucial role played by Bhagat, Ojha and Dian in the religious activities of diara is 
hardly doubtful. Yet, they are not the only ones to have received powers from Devi. In fact, 
a number of Gangotas outside these categories have been believed to be blessed with 
supernatural powers. Dhaturi Mandal, a Gangota outlaw, kept on eluding the colonial police 
throughout his life. It is said that due to the grace of Devi he could swim underwater for 
many miles, and that is how he escaped arrest on a few occasions Kailash Mandal is 
believed to have received special powers from Devi, so he could raid many villages on the
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same night70 On the other hand, there have been a few Gangotas associated with social 
movements that drastically altered the religious life of the community
About a century ago, the community of Gangotas was listed as semi-Hinduised 
Aboriginals in the colonial records,71 which conforms to the previously discussed opinion of 
Manusmriti that Kaivartas (the ancestors o f Gangotas) did not belong to the caste 
hierarchy In less than a century, the diara community has been fully incorporated into the 
Hindu fold. The instances of religious conversion have been numerous among the Indian 
aborigines, especially under the influence of missionaries, but the hinduisation of Gangotas 
cannot be placed in the same category for the very nature of the dominant ideology.72 A 
frequently used framework in explaining social mobility in rural India has been 
“sanskritization” that was first used by M. N. Srinivas. He suggests that the people of 
ritually lower strata tend to imitate the ways of life of social elites (Brahmans, in his 
ethnography), in order to achieve higher status in the social hierarchy.73 The popularity of 
this framework among Indian ethnographers could only be matched by its distance from the 
social reality it attempted to explain. In the first place, the behaviour of lower castes in 
relation to the practices of privileged communities has been too diverse to leave any scope 
for generalisation, and in many instances the exchange of cultural traits has been exactly 
opposite of what is suggested by Srinivas.74 At the theoretical level, the obvious weakness of
70 According to a police official, many gangs were committing robberies in the name of Kailash 
Mandal, which was revealed only after it was found that two dacoities were reported to be committed 
by Kailash Mandal on the same night in villages 30 kms apart. Interview, R. K. Prasad, Deputy 
Superintendent of Police, Bhagalpur.
71 Hunter, Statistical Accounts, op cit, p.49
72 Unlike Christianity and Islam, the two major players in the field of religious conversion, Hinduism 
preaches inequality by birth. The strength of Brahmanical religion rests in the creation of ideological 
distinctions rather than in forging brotherhood. Instead of being instrumental in acquiring new 
population in its fold, the Brahmanic ideology has only inspired many unprivileged communities to 
adopt Islam and Christianity.
73 He has failed to clarify how Sanskritization, defined by him as an imitative behaviour, could be a 
process of vertical mobility. The framework has been discussed by him in “A Note on Sanskritization 
and Modernization”, in his Caste in Modem India and other Essays, London: Asia Publishing House, 
1962. Also, see, his Social Change in Modern India, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966.
74 It has been observed that in many areas high-caste Hindus adopted many cultural traits of 
aborigines, a process termed as “tribalization” by Indian ethnographers. See, S. L. Kalia,
160
the framework rests in its assumption of a harmonious relationship between the social elites 
and the communities aspiring to enhance their ranks in the social hierarchy. The response of 
dominant castes to the attempts of subordinate communities seeking to alter their ascribed 
status has generally been violent. As historical evidence suggests, the change in the status of 
a caste has depended directly upon its ability to exercise a superior force.75 On the other 
hand, the emulation of the way of life of social elites by lower castes may actually imply a 
defiance of the authority of the former, as reflected in the Anant Das movement among 
Gangotas.
Bom in a landless Gangota family during the late nineteenth century, Anant Das76 was 
indoctrinated into Vaishnavism by his gum Chanchal Das. He kept on preaching the tenets 
of Vaishnavism in the region until his death in 1953. He was the most significant religious 
figure in diara in this century, and the first Vaishnavite saint of Gangotas. The impact of his 
movement can be understood by the fact that the members of diara community gave up 
unclean habits like eating meat. For Gangota males, it became obligatory to wear janeua 
(the sacred thread), a sign of ritually pure twice-born castes. Anant Das founded many 
shrines77 and initiated the worship of Ram (the mythological incarnation of Vishnu). He also 
organised large scale Vedic ritual ceremonies, mahajag78, on four occasions, each lasting for
“Sanskritization and Tribalization”, Bulletin o f  the Tribunal Research Institute, Chindwara, 1959 
(April).
75 K. M. Panikkar is of the opinion that during the last millennium numerous tribal and low caste 
groups ascended to the order of Kshatriya by an irresistible use of force. The last true Kshatriya, in his 
opinion, were Nandas of Magadh (5 century B. C.). See, K. M. Panikkar, Hindu Society at Cross 
Roads, Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1955. It is to be noted, however, that the upward mobility did 
not affect the hierarchical order of Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra. In other words, the process 
involved a change in the caste-identity rather than changing the status of the caste in the hierarchy. For 
example, the Scindias of Gwalior were able to enhance their status from a ritually low pastoral 
community to a family of royal Kshatriya due to their association with the rise of Maratha power (18th- 
19th century), but they could not make their original community of Gareria (herdsmen) superior to 
Kshatriya in the caste-hierarchy.
76 It is likely that he changed his name to Anant Das after becoming a Vaishnavite, but the residents 
of Shankarpur could not confirm it.
77 Anant Das founded Ram-Janaki temple at Bariarpur and another thakunvari (the seat of Thakur or 
Krishna) at Sahebganj.
78 The ceremonies were organised at Burhanath, Bariarpur, Parbatta and in the diara village of 
Raghopur.
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a fortnight There was a significant decrease in animal sacrifices. This practice, and through 
it the entire movement, came to be iconised in the ‘Vaishnavi Kali’ of the diara village of 
Raghopur. Animal sacrifices are claimed to have taken place in this Kali temple on a daily 
basis. Anant Das and associates were able to persuade the villagers to stop sacrificing 
animals, and the deity was renamed as Vaishnavi Kali, a term antithetical in itself.79
The popular belief in the ability of religious specialists to control supernatural forces is 
applicable to Anant Das as well. He is attributed with the performance of miraculous feats 
on numerous occasions. His meditations are claimed to have taken place in the jungles of the 
neighbouring Munger district amidst tigers and other wild animals, which guarded him 
against any intrusion. When the mahajag at Burhanath was being performed, the person 
responsible for the supply of ghee (clarified butter) was worried to learn that the available 
quantity was inadequate for the performance of rituals. When he reported this problem to 
Anant Das, the Gangota saint asked for five buckets of Ganga water which he made into 
ghee He is said to have a special relationship with Ganga, as he could cross the river on 
foot. The narratives of the miracles reinforce the Gangota belief that Anant Das was actually 
an incarnation with the purpose o f emancipating their lives. This was correct at least in one 
respect, as the movement of Anant Das aimed at eliminating the ritual inferiority of 
Gangotas by convincing them to adopt the deities, food habits, religious rituals and symbols 
that were considered pure. Although Vaishnavism was unsuccessful in replacing the magical 
rituals of diara, a number of practices initiated by Anant Das became part of the Gangota 
religion.
Despite its apparent Vaishnavite garb, the movement of Anant Das proved to be 
essentially anti-Brahmanic.80 The Gangota adoption o f janeu (the sacred thread), which the
79 Animal sacrifices are central to the worship of Goddess Kali as She is believed to be pleased with 
the offerings of blood. Vaishnavism, on the other hand, is opposed to killing, as Vishnu is believed to 
reside in all living beings.
80 The great communal support for the movement of Anant Das, despite the general dislike among 
Gangotas for Vaishnavites, may be linked with the displeasure of local Brahman and other higher 
castes with the activities of the Gangota saint. While Anant Das is claimed to be above social rivalries,
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members of upper castes considered a symbol of ritual purity exclusive to them, infuriated 
the members of the savarna (higher caste). The Brahmans were also angry to learn that 
many Gangotas had changed their last names to ‘Sharma’, a popular family name specific to 
Brahmans. In addition, the local priests interpreted it as an infringement upon their privilege 
that Anant Das, whom they saw no more than an ordinary Gangota, performed Vedic rituals. 
Why they did not prevent the Gangota saint from organising mahayag could be attributed to 
a number of factors. The mahayags, and the activities of Anant Das at large, occurred in 
diara villages with a strong presence of the Gangota community. Secondly, the time frame 
of the movement, 1940s and 1950s was not in favour of the local elites. This was the time 
when the entire rural Bihar, including the diara region of Bhagalpur, was experiencing a 
strong anti-zamindari movement. Although the local zamindars had the support of the ruling 
Congress Party, the general defiance of diara raiyats had left little scope for them to enforce 
any form of social control. It is unlikely that the local elites would have dared to intervene 
into the religious activities of diara at the time. On the other hand, the movement of Anant 
Das could not have been without an effect upon the political situation of diara. The marked 
increase in the number of hanseris against the local zamindars and an equally spectacular 
increase in the number of dacoities during the period are difficult to be linked with the 
movement due to the lack of evidence.81 But there is little doubt in the fact that the 
organisation of mahajags and large scale ceremonies to celebrate the higher descent of 
Gangotas strengthened the communal solidarity that proved to be crucial for the movement 
against the landed elites.
the same cannot be said for his followers, who, like Brahmans, interpreted the movement as a defiance 
of the hierarchical order.
81 The villages chosen for the performance of mahayag belonged to the areas where the anti- 
zamindari movement was particularly strong. But the possibility of even an indirect involvement of 
Anant Das in anti-zamindari movement is denied by the local Gangotas, who maintain that the saint 
had renunciated the material life and never preached hatred against anybody, including the zamindar
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4. The Riot: The Political Agenda o f Religion
“Why don't you ask him (a Hindu activist) to hire some labourers and get this dome [of the 
mosque] demolished ? Are you done with the funds you collected from us ? When the troops 
[para-military forces to control riot] come, they won’t let you touch anything. If you really 
want to oust katuas [circumcised, Muslims] from this mohalla [neighbourhood], you will have 
to make sure that not a brick of this mosque is left in one piece. My blood boils at these 
bastards [residents of a slum]. They are really suddar [low bom]. Ask them to do a little for 
religion, and they would ask you for money. Who would have believed that a day would come 
when in a dharmyuddh [religious war] one would have to pay money to hire soldiers.”82
The opposition of Gangotas to the Brahmanical ideology has not always reflected 
overtly. On various occasions, their religious stance seems to have rather affirmed the 
religious supremacy of the priests. For example, the movement of Anant Das reflected a 
conformist image of Gangotas, except for the displeasure expressed by the local Brahmans 
that put things into perspective. Similarly, the plurality of religious rites and rituals, many of 
which emerged from the Vaishnavite movement, represents the ambiguous nature of diara 
religion. The explanation for the existence of this ambiguity in the religious practice of 
Gangotas and its modus operandi in relation to the political goals of the diara community 
require us to take into account the religious riot of Bhagalpur (Oct.-Nov., 1989), which was 
attributed to “the criminals of diara area”83 by the national media.
In its representation to the outside world, the Bhagalpur riot was not much different 
from other instances of Hindu-Muslim violence that have been conceptualised as 
“communalism”84 in the discourses on India. Despite an impressive volume of available
82 The statement was made by a Hindu leader while speaking to a group of youth activists about the 
proposed demolition of the mosque at Burhanath (Bhagalpur) on the second day of the riot. On the very 
first day (24 October 1989), there was an attempt to destroy the mosque by setting it on fire. When I 
attempted to photograph the incident, my camera was snatched away only to be returned without film 
after a month of the incident. On the following day the Hindu activists were trying to mobilise labour to 
demolish the mosque. The effort was largely unsuccessful since the residents of a nearby slum refused 
to undertake the demolition as it did not involve any monetary benefit.
83 It is necessary to point out that the secular posture of the national media forbids it from using 
direct references to a community. Although Gangotas were held responsible for the riot, in print they 
were represented by the use of the term ‘diara criminals’.
84 “Communalism” is a value-loaded term, and largely inappropriate to refer to the religious conflict 
between Hindus and Muslims. The term implies that Hindus and Muslims constitute two communities, 
which is incorrect considering the fact that the distribution of religious faith among populations
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literature, the scholarly understanding o f this subject remains buried under the dialogue 
between colonialists and anti-colonial historians. The latter have tended to perceive 
“communalism” as “a colonial construction”, which conformed to the imperialist policy o f  
‘divide and rule’. The colonial historians, on the other hand, treated Hindu-Muslim riots as a 
logical outcome o f the religious divisions that were claimed to exist in the native society.85 
Far from dead, this argument has received strength in the writings o f the contemporary 
Cambridge historians. They argue that the dominance o f Muslim emperors during the pre- 
British period led to the reinforcement o f the cultural and religious divisions in the colonised 
society .86 While the colonial attempt to reify religious differentiation cannot be denied, this 
view suits the agenda o f the post-colonial regime, since not only does it relieve the Congress 
politicians from any responsibility for the frequent occurrence o f  riots, but it also helps them 
project a secular image. It is generally maintained that mobilisation along religious lines by 
the aspirants o f  electoral success contributes to the occurrence o f religious conflicts, an 
opinion resulting from the lack o f first hand experience.87 Contrary to this belief, the
separated by cultural and linguistic diversities rules out possibility of a common communal 
consciousness.
85 The existence of religious divisions in the native society was often highlighted in the introductory 
chapters of the imperialist works of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century, when the 
Hindu-Muslim conflict had already become an inevitable law and order problem. For example, E. C. 
Cox, wTote “The chief deity of the ordinary Hindoo is his goddess the cow, whom he considers it is 
sacrilege to kill, while the Mahometan likes to make his meal on beef. The Mahometan looks on 
Hindoo as an infidel and idolater, the Hindoo on the Mahometan as the hereditary enemy and defiler of 
his faith.” See, his, Police and Crime in India, London: Stanley Paul & Co., 1911, p.33.
86 The leading proponent of this view is Chris Bayly, who believes that the root of Hindu-Muslim 
violence rest in the medieval relationship between religion and politics. At one place, he comments, 
“The Sikhs and the Marathas, for instance, represented traditions which might seem to refute the right 
of a Muslim state to rule them. The Sikhs derived authority from their holy book, the Guru Granth 
Sahib, while the Marathas developed and extended the ideal of Hindu kingship expressed in the 
protection of brahmins, holy cattle and holy places.” See, C. A. Bayly, The New Cambridge History o f 
India, Cambridge: CUP, 1988, p. 15 (italics mine).
87 Both official reports and media interviews, the main sources of information, fail to capture the 
internal working of riots. Prepared from an administrative point of view, the official reports only 
contain information relevant for law enforcement agencies. Also, the government officials compiling 
such reports are far too removed from the actual participants to have an understanding of their actions. 
Media interviews, on the other hand, generally take place after the restoration of order, when the riot 
has already become an event of the past. The manner in which the interests and agendas of different 
groups are expressed during the disorder is remarkably different from the one after the restoration of 
order. The fear of prosecution keeps the actual participants from admitting their role in the violence. 
The focus of media is generally on the local elites, who narrate their experience of the past event in 
accordance with their current interests. For example, in their statements made to the press the traders
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experience o f Bhagalpur riot suggests that rather than being mobilised by the local elites the 
rioters had their own political agenda. As I happened to be an unwilling witness o f the 
violence, the following extraction from my notes may be taken into account as a non- 
complicitor narrative o f the riot:
The riot started in the city on 24 Oct. 1989 and in less than two days spread in the entire 
district. A bomb had been thrown at a religious procession organised by Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad, when it was passing through the suburb of Tattarpur. Within a few hours of this 
incident, the main market near the railway-station had been looted. Whatever little presence 
the district administration had in this peripheral suburb (Burhanath)88, disappeared in the 
very initial moments of the riot. A curfew was heard to be in force, but it caused little 
hindrance in the activities of the rioters in the area. As soon as the fall of the main market was 
heard, the very few well-off citizens of the area disappeared into their respective houses with 
their doors and windows secured. On the other hand, the residents from the nearby slum 
carrying clubs and spears came out on the road and started shouting religious slogans. While 
most of them continued towards the main market, a few of them attacked the shops of Muslims 
near the mosque. It seems the vendors had anticipated the possibility of such an occurrence, 
since all the shops were locked and nobody was there to protect them. In less than an hour all 
these shops were looted and set ablaze. Having done with the shops the rioters moved to the 
nearby kalali (brewery), which was owned by a Muslim. While the raiders were busy carrying 
away the liquor drums, a police jeep came by. If the police officials had any intention of 
stopping the rioters, it was never revealed since they sped off when the crowd started shouting 
religious slogans. Soon after, the kalali was set on fire. On their way back to the slum, the 
rioters stopped near the mosque. A few of them entered the deserted shrine, but there was 
nothing that could interest them. They were about to leave when a small group of youth 
activists appeared on the scene. They taunted the crowd for profiting from the dharmyuddh 
(religious war), while leaving the mosque intact to allow it to continue polluting the sacred 
shrine of Shiva. Reluctantly, a section of the crowd agreed to bum down the mosque. They 
used some liquor from the drums that they had brought from the kalali to set the mosque on 
fire. Surprisingly, the activists that had shown concern about the decline of religious morality 
earlier, did not participate in the burning of the mosque. A few unemployed youths of the 
locality had taken part in the looting of the main market, but mostly they abstained from 
participating in killing and arson. Although the violence inflicted upon property and life 
occurred in the name of religion, there was no representation from the priests that kept to 
themselves until the very end of the riot.89 The most active participants of the riot belonged to 
the class of urban poor (sweepers, rickshaw pullers, wage labourers, etc ), who were later
and moneylenders of Bhagalpur, who had contributed generously in the name of Hinduism during the 
riot, embraced a secular posture while condemning the occurrence of the religious violence.
88 The locality derives its name from a very old temple of Shiva situated on the banks of Ganga. The 
area adjacent to the temple is inhabited by the urban poor including about eighty families of Gangotas, 
who are recent settlers.
89 The only instance of a religious leader making a statement in public occurred on the evening of the 
first day, when a priest of Shiva temple was heard condemning the rioters in a small gathering. He said 
that the participants were not religious fighters, but “low bom thieves” who only cared about looting. 
“Had it been a true religious war, not a single Muslim would have survived in the area ” Later, a 
Mallah (boatman) disclosed the actual reason for the displeasure of the priest which lay in a ceiling fan 
that the boatman had picked up from a looted electrical store. He claimed that the priest wanted to have 
the fan for free but the boatman sold it to a grocer for Rs.80.
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joined by Gangotas. On the first day only two individuals (allegedly Muslims) were killed but 
none of them in public.90 The killings started the next day, when rioters shifted their attention 
to the houses. There were a few things notable in the crowd’s behaviour that would 
differentiate the participants of this riot from zealots. Although they had been shouting 
religious slogans, they never tried to attack the adjacent neighbourhood populated by Muslims. 
They were also careful to avoid the well-guarded house of a prominent Muslim politician.91 
On this day, a few affluent citizens of the neighbourhood who had stayed behind closed doors 
earlier, came out of their houses to find out about the incidents of the previous day. The state 
owned radio announced that a shoot-at-sight curfew was in force in the city and the district 
administration was in control of the situation. Contrary to this claim, a different law seemed to 
be in force in the neighbourhood. The power to administer rested in the hands of the urban 
poor, which are normally targets of this power. On this day, about sixty people were killed 
most of them while attempting to defend their houses. On the following morning, a rumour 
was in circulation. “Twelve Gangota dahiyars (milk vendors) have been killed by the Muslims 
of Tattarpur.”92 This was followed by a situation of panic, when somebody shouted that the 
neighbourhood has been attacked by the Muslims. In less than a minute the street that had 
been full of people was deserted. The alarm, of course, proved to be false, but it put the few 
affluent families (traders and moneylenders) of the locality under a great pressure. They had 
much to lose in the event of an attack, but had virtually no protection 93 A drive for the 
collection of funds was launched to procure arms and armed men from diara. Late at night, a 
secret meeting took place between the community leaders and a few representatives of the 
diara community. A person present in the meeting later complained about the money- 
mindedness’ of Gangotas, who, rather than agreeing to protect the Shiva temple of Burhanath 
right away, were haggling for money. It was reported that they agreed to send 125 armed men 
to protect the shrine only after a sum of Rs. 15,000 was promised.94 The activities of the 
rioters intensified on the following day due to the presence of Gangotas. The house of the 
Muslim politician was raided. The guards protecting the house fled away. The owners had 
already escaped to safety anticipating danger. The house was looted and then razed to the 
ground along with the car belonging to the householder. In the afternoon, a silk factory, owned 
by a Muslim and a leading exporter of Bhagalpuri silk, was looted and burnt down. The 
following morning, it came to be known that a group of diara villagers had attacked the shops 
located in the suburb of Sahebganj, and one of the looted stores belonged to a Hindu 
moneylender and a grain-merchant. Although a few days later, the participating Gangotas 
apologised for what they claimed as their mistake, but they did not return the goods taken from
90 The identities of the killers and the victims remained unknown. It is likely that the dead were 
outsiders, since nobody from the locality could identify the bodies. Also, they do not seem to have been 
killed by the rioters, as that night the slum dwellers were too drunk to have taken part in the killings.
91 The politician was also the President of the District Congress Committee. A few days later, when 
Gangotas arrived, the house was plundered and burnt down, but its residents had already escaped to 
safety.
92 A few Gangotas living in the nearby slum expressed doubts about the possibility of such an 
occurrence. A few days later, when Gangotas arrived from diara, the rumour was falsified.
93 They did have watchmen in their employment, and a few of them had guns that would have been 
sufficient to protect them against a few robbers, but too inadequate to repel the raid of a few thousand 
armed men.
94 Gangotas, on the other hand, deny having received any such payment. One of them accepted that 
some rich people had given money to a few Gangotas for individual protection, but no money was paid 
to any Gangota group. He claimed that they came to the city only in response to the cry for help.
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the store.95 On the other hand, a small diara village of Muslim fishermen, which lay right in 
the middle of Gangota territory, remained untouched. When quened about this inconsistent 
behaviour, one of the Gangotas said that his community had no intention of spoiling good 
relations with the neighbouring villages of diara, whereas it did not have any such relationship 
with the people in the city. The failure of the district police to restore order led the government 
to depute army troops, which arrived a few days later. The people from diara went back to 
their villages, but it was not until the seventh day that the district administration could restore 
order.
As can be inferred from the above information, the riot was marked by the 
convergence of the interests of different social groups, each with its own political agenda 
Like many other incidents of religious violence in the subcontinent, the Bhagalpur riot was 
preceded by an attempt of political mobilisation. But for two reasons, this cannot be 
interpreted as the cause of the outbreak of violence. Firstly, this argument would imply that 
the participants were driven by religious motive, which is contradicted by the available 
evidence. Secondly, it assumes that political elites are successful in persuading the masses to 
take collective action that would serve the interests o f the former. This assumption proves 
false when we take into account the fact that the participants had their own interests to 
pursue in the alleged religious violence. Its sudden outbreak may suggest spontaneity of the 
act, but when analysed against the volatile nature of the local power structure, the possibility 
of such an occurrence cannot be ruled out. A section of the Muslim population of Tattarpur 
had been receiving patronage from the local representative o f Parliament, who was also a 
member o f the central cabinet at the time. This patronage, which tilted the balance of urban 
groups (e g., a Yadav group o f Parvatti suburb) competing for avenues of income 
(government contracts, trade in illegal arms, smuggling) in favour of the Tattarpur group, 
may be attributed to two factors. In the post-colonial period, the Congress politicians had 
always tried to project a secular image by patronising Muslims to win their votes .96 Another
95 Contrary to the claim of Gangotas, the shop of the moneylender was well known to them, since 
many of the diara cultivators had borrowed from him. Perhaps, this was the very reason why his shop 
was looted.
96 Although Congress never admitted Muslims as a separate nation in theory, it treated them as a 
separate community for all practical purposes. For example, the followers of Islamic faith were to be 
governed by Muslim Personal Law (shariyat) in matters relating to marriage and inheritance. Also, the 
slogan of Hindu-Muslim brotherhood could have a meaning only if the two were acknowledged as 
separate collectivities. In effect, the Congress secularism was hardly different from the alleged 
‘communal hatred’ preached by its electoral opponents.
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reason for the patronage to the Tattarpur group may be seen in the funds and arms that it 
had contributed to the said politician to ensure his electoral success. The official support 
given to this group in its conflict with a group of Yadavs only added to the increasing 
unpopularity of the local Congress politicians, who had demonstrated a complete disregard 
for popular opinion. The district chief of the youth wing of Congress had abducted the 
daughter o f a local doctor and then forced her to marry him, while the Deputy 
Superintendent of Police was present on the occasion. The resentment against the collusion 
of the ruling Congress and the Tattarpur group found an opportune moment to manifest 
itself, when VHP decided to organise Ramshila Pujati97
Largely indifferent to the rivalry of urban groups, the community of Gangotas had an 
altogether different agenda for the riot. Apparently, their participation seems to have been a 
result o f the mobilisation by the local elites. When the traders and moneylenders living in the 
vicinity of the Shiva temple felt threatened, they tried their best to get the diara community 
involved in the riot. The rumour about the killing o f twelve Gangota milkmen by Muslims 
makes sense in this light. The fact that the rumour was about twelve Gangotas and not 
twelve Hindus clearly reflects that it was aimed to mobilise the diara community against 
Muslims. It may also appear that the locally privileged were able to persuade Gangotas, 
either by using the protection of Shiva temple as an excuse or by promising a lucrative 
payment. The positive response from the diara community, on the other hand, generates an 
ambiguity in its religious stance, since it agreed to fight for the same religious symbols it had 
been fighting against. The claim of Gangotas that their participation was only in response to 
the religious call does not help us in ascertaining their motive for the participation in the
97 The fundamentalist Hindu organisation had decided to bring bricks from every comer of India to 
construct a temple at the birth-place of the Hindu god Ram. Before being sent to Ayodhya, the sacred’ 
bricks were to be worshipped and taken around in a religious procession. Potentials for a religious 
conflict existed in many places, but it materialised only in Bhagalpur, where the discontented groups 
were looking for an excuse to manifest their resentment. The objective of VHP was to force the ruling 
Congress politicians to choose between their secular posture and the Hindu votes. While the agenda of 
VHP was known to everybody, the Congress condemnation of Ramshila Pujan was not well received 
which ultimately led to its defeat in the following elections.
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violence. However, there is little doubt in the fact that this motive was anything but 
religious, as can be seen in the following report published in a national daily.98
Take a bunch of criminals. Give them a profit motive. Add to this religious sanction and social 
prestige. And a bunch of maddened, fear-stricken followers. Combine all this with a tolerant 
administration. You have a Bhagalpur... Criminals from the Diara belt joined forces with local 
hoodlums to perpetrate everyone of these massacres. And so right were the conditions for them 
that these killers have actually gained the respect of their communities .. .Every single 
household item was taken away by the looters. And what could not be removed was smashed 
and burnt.. “Most of these criminals come from the Diara belt that lies along the Ganga in 
Bhagalpur”, said a police source. “They are murderers and butchers and they make their own 
explosives.”...But the most brutal confirmation comes from the Army that has seen killers 
escape across the Ganga into the tall grass that grows on its banks - the Diara homeland. “The 
Ganga was strewn with corpses.” said an Army officer...Meanwhile, the community leaders 
and the political interests that sought criminal help have unleashed a monster they cannot 
control. And it is devouring Bhagalpur.
The report acknowledges the presence of non-religious elements in the riot, but it has 
not been able to explain the integration of these elements. As can be seen in the report, each 
activity of the rioters was accompanied by its opposite. It states, ‘Every single household 
item was taken away by the looters. And what could not be removed was smashed and 
burnt.’ While appropriation of property justifies the profit motive of the participants, the 
destruction of property sheds doubt on it. Both these actions, although clubbed together 
under the category of offences against property in the penal code, are opposed to each 
other. If the ‘looters’ were guided by profit motive, they unnecessarily wasted their time in 
destroying immovable property. In both these acts, however, the loss was incurred by the 
property-holders, who were subject to the authority of the underprivileged in this moment of 
‘disorder’. This explains why the shop of a well-known Hindu moneylender was looted and 
burnt down while the village o f Muslim fishermen in diara lay untouched.
The report assumes mobilisation to be a crucial factor that led to the participation of 
Gangotas in the violence, ‘the community leaders and the political interests that sought 
criminal help have unleashed a monster which they cannot control’. The relationship 
between the ‘community leaders’ and the ‘monster’ may be understood with the help of an 
analogy between an author and a narrative. Until a narrative has been circulated, it remains
98 The Indian Express, New Delhi, 6 November 1989
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under the absolute control of its author. But the moment a narrative enters the domain of 
discourse, the authority of the author is transformed into a relationship expressed by the 
acknowledgment of the narrative in the author’s name. The author exists, but merely as a 
past in relation to the narrative. At the moment of delivery (when the narrative comes to be 
introduced in the world of discourse), the author becomes sceptical, ‘"when faced by the as 
yet unnameable which is proclaiming itself and which can do so, as is necessary whenever a 
birth is in the offing, only under the species of the nonspecies, in the formless, mute, infant, 
and terrifying form of monstrosity.” 99 The ‘community leaders’ tried to mobilise or activate 
Gangotas to serve a specific purpose. Gangotas, on their part, silently allowed themselves to 
be manipulated. The moment they were assigned the domain of practice, the momentary 
illusion of control disappeared. The object did not remain an object. What was supposed to 
be it, became an he. The fact that the ‘community leaders’ could not control Gangotas, 
explains the use of the negative term ‘monster’. The author was outmanoeuvred by the 
silence maintained by the monster while it was being manoeuvred. Once this was revealed, 
Gangotas were assigned the label o f criminality, a ‘monster’ that had to be neutralised in the 
interests of peace and communal harmony.
Thus, it is clear that the participation of Gangotas in the Bhagalpur riot was not in 
response to the religious mobilisation by the urban elites. They were aware of the urban 
discontent with the liaison between the Congress politician and the Tattarpur group, which 
also reflected in the prophecy of their Ojha. The outbreak of violence provided them with an 
opportunity to create disorder in the city that they had always identified as the territory of 
dominance. Territorial distinctions outweighed religious issues in the riot, as Gangotas did 
not make any attempt to attack the diara village o f Muslim fishermen, whereas they covered 
many miles to reach the city to strengthen the ‘disorderly’ rule of their urban counterpart. 100 
Not only did they defy the law by exercising collective force against life and property in the 
city, they also attempted to alienate the proprietors from their wealth that was both a
99 J. Derrida, Writing and Difference, London : Routledge And Kegan Paul, 1978, p.293.
100 Although the arrival of Gangotas is identified with the agreement reached between the local 
leaders and Gangota representatives, a large number of Gangotas living in the slums of Bhagalpur had 
been participating in the violence ever since the first moments of the riot.
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manifestation and an instrument of dominance. This clearly reflected in the attack on the 
shop of the bania moneylender-cum-grain merchant, whose main clients were Gangota 
cultivators of diara. As this violence was conducted in the name of religion, the real agenda 
of Gangotas remained buried beneath the ambiguity of their religious practice.
To conclude, the articulation of religion in the social practice of diara is difficult to be 
interpreted with objective clarity, which may be attributed to the absence of boundaries 
demarcating different social institutions of the agrarian social structure. In addition, the 
relationship between the Brahmanic ideology and the religious domain of Gangotas has 
always been marked by an ambiguity on the surface, as on different occasions the diara 
community has chosen to affirm or defy the hegemony of the elitist religion. A closer look, 
however, reveals the structural integration of Gangota religion with the resistance of diara 
community. In the first place, religion provides a significant mode of rationalisation to the 
Gangota use of collective violence. While religious specialists of diara derive their social 
status from their ability to extend religious sanction to the communal will of Gangotas, 
individuals devoted to this will (e g., Dhaturi Mandal, Kailash Mandal) acquire religious 
status. Religious rituals and ceremonies also play a crucial role in maintaining solidarity that 
is a precondition for organising any collective act. A more significant role of Gangota 
religion rests in its direct confrontation with the Brahmanic ideology. The space of 
mythology itself becomes a site o f struggle, as the stories narrated by Ojhas counter 
Brahmanic discourses. The myths o f Vishahari and Sailes Bhagat glorify a social distribution 
of power which reverses the Brahmanic notion of divine hierarchy. Similarly, the narrative 
about the origin of Gangotas is in direct opposition to the Brahmanic variant. The success of 
Gangota religion in restricting the ideological dominance o f Brahmans from acquiring 
universality is significantly reflected in the widespread acknowledgment of the gun of Ojha.
Although on numerous occasions, the religious acts of Gangotas have carried a note of 
defiance to the authority of local elites, it has not always been overt. The Vaishnavite 
movement of Anant Das, for example, did not question the religious authority of Brahmans. 
In fact, it attempted to popularise the elements o f Brahmanic Hinduism in diara. The
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acceptance of Brahmanic deities and Vedic rituals were in conformity with the preachings of 
the religious elites. But it violated the authority of the Brahmans by advocating the use of 
religious rituals and symbols that were forbidden for the ritually inferior castes. This was 
also seen in the Hindu-Muslim riots of 1989, when the participation of Gangotas seemed to 
be an effect of the religious mobilisation by the local elites. However, the discriminatory use 
of violence, which reflected in the attack on the shop of a Hindu moneylender while leaving 
the population of Muslim fishermen untouched, left little doubt about the political agenda of 
Gangotas. The characteristic ambiguity of the Gangota religion leaves scope for the 
misrepresentation of their practice in the regional and national discourses, but it serves the 
purpose of Gangotas by hiding their political will. The strength of diara community has not 
always been in parity with that of its adversaries disallowing an unambiguous assertion of its 
communal will, but rarely has its resistance been postponed for a suitable moment of future.
IV. Sudar boli: Verbalisation of Protest
Would you speak sudar boli ? [Despite] being a babhan (Bhumihar Brahman) child, [you] 
speak like the low-born of diara who does not have any regards for anybody. Tomorrow you 
will be malik and the village would laugh at us. and [the spirits of] our ancestors will feel 
ashamed.
- A landlord of Ranuchak (Bhagalpur) to his grandson (in Hindi)
babhan ro boli 
bania ro toli barobar
The speech of Babhan and the measurement of Bania are equal (can’t be trusted).
- A diara proverb
The resistance of Gangotas does not always translate into the use of physical violence 
Although frequent, the incidents of dacoity and hanseri appear to be somewhat modest 
compared to the Gangota deployment of words in the manifestation of their protest. This 
may primarily be attributed to the fact that the use of physical force is neither necessary nor 
appropriate in every context of interaction between the diara cultivators and agrarian elites. 
Also, the limited communal resources restrict the use of collective violence only to the 
occasions that promise certainty of victory or make the use of force inevitable. The scarcity 
of resources is also instrumental in keeping a large number of Gangotas economically 
dependent on the locally privileged. This dependency discourages Gangota labourers and 
sharecroppers from openly taking up arms against their maliks for the obvious concern for 
their livelihood. In spite o f this, no act o f authority goes without meeting the dissent of a 
subordinate Gangota, which is expressed in words, and sometimes in their absence. Apart 
from facilitating the verbalisation o f resistance, words are also significant for its 
rationalisation, as narratives generated in the diara variant of Angika, identified as sudar 
boli (the speech of low bom) among the members of higher castes, glorify the collective acts 
of Gangotas in a manner comparable to the expressions in babuan boli (the speech of higher 
castes) 1 that attempt to legitimate the privileged position of local elites. In the present
1 There has been an attempt to establish babuan boli as standardised Angika. The chief organisation 
behind this attempt is Angika Vikas Samiti based at Dumka. Headed by Raghunandan Jha (a 
Brahman), the organisation has been patronised by many high caste landlords and a few local 
politicians. The advocates of Angika have attempted to construct a link between the contemporary
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chapter, we would attempt to analyse the integration o f language in the resistance o f  
Gangotas.
7. ‘dusaro ganorvaSilence and Protest
dusaro ganorva pa kutwa kena bhukai ?
[ How can a dog bark at a different ganora (the place of some other dog) ?* 2]
- A diara saying
Apparently, the dissent o f diara community is not present in the discourses o f Angika. 
This may be attributed, on the one hand, to the tremendous ability o f the local linguistic 
structure to isolate and conceal voices o f dissension, and to the absence o f assertion o f 
resistance in a pure form that would stand out as a juxtaposed element in the local 
discourses, on the other. While the members o f higher castes present their speech, known as 
babuan boli in other sectors o f the local society, as Angika, they regard sudor boli, a 
negative phrase used to identify the speech o f Gangotas and other unprivileged communities, 
as its distortion. At the same time, the advocacy o f samajik achar (social conduct) 
dominates the discourses o f Angika.3 As the narratives o f diara rarely meet the criteria set 
by the linguistic regime, they remain largely unrepresented in the urban discourses 4
language and the history of the region. Natyashastra of Bharat Muni, which mentions Angika among 
seven major languages, is frequently cited by the advocates of Angika. Other scriptures which find 
frequent references in the texts narrating the history of this language include Atharvaveda, Aitreya 
Bramhan, Mahabharat, Ramayan. Panini’s Grammar, Sidhant Kaumudi and Rajshekhar’s Kavya 
Mimansa. However, there is one significant weakness in their claim, i.e., they have failed to 
demonstrate any link between the contemporary Angika and the language spoken by the inhabitants of 
the region in ancient times. It has been claimed that Lalitvistar (a Buddhist scripture written between 
1st and 2nd century) mentions Angika as one of the 64 enlisted scripts of that time, but no such script 
is known in the contemporary period and the language itself is written in Devanagari, the script used 
for Hindi and Sanskrit. See, Suman Suro, “Angika Bhasha auro Sahitya”, introductory article, in 
Raghunandan Jha and Subhas Chandra (ed ), Pratinidhi Angika Kavi, Dumka: Angika Vikas Samiti, 
1985. (in standard’ Angika)
2 Ganora or ganhoura is the place outside a dwelling where the leftover food is disposed. It is also 
known as the place for the dog, which lives off the leftover food. It is well known that a dog seeking 
food from the ganora of a different dog behaves meekly. The saying implies that a person in need 
visiting others cannot (should not) be assertive.
3 Although an overt rationalisation of caste-hierarchy is increasingly becoming uncommon, an
indirect attempt to legitimate the authority of higher castes may be seen in the advocacy of an ideal
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Due to the linguistic restrictions and the norms o f social conduct, the spatial 
distribution o f the verbalisation o f protest is uneven. While in the discourses o f diara the 
defiance o f Gangotas is expressed without any restraint, it hides behind the use o f  
ambiguous words and subtle violations o f social norms in the conversations between 
Gangotas and their employers that occur mostly in the territory o f the latter In such 
interactions, the economic dependency o f a Gangota sharecropper or a landless labourer 
weighs heavily in favour o f his malik. To illustrate this, we can take into account a brief 
conversation that occurred between a Gangota cultivator o f Shankarpur and his 
moneylender:
A n gik a /H in d i E nglish
Gangota: Parnam Sarkarl Greetings, Sarkar!
Moneylender: Aiyie Netaji. Kaisi chal rahi hai rajniti 
aapki? Lagta hai aap agle chunao mein 
MLA ho jaiyega
[in Hindi) Welcome honourable leader. 
How is your politics? It seems that you are 
sure to get elected as MLA in the
forthcoming elections.^
Gangota: Ki Malik apne garib sain hansi-hikorsi 
karaichho? Poltis ro matha hamarasini 
kene chhai? E apnesini ro rojgar chho.
Malik! Why do you ridicule a poor man? 
Where would we get brains for politics? It is 
a profession for people like you.
Moneylender: Ton baat banabain? Kaam ro baat 
karein, faltu baat nain.
Will you blabber? Talk sense, no useless
talks.
Gangota: Hamaro pachas taka ro jarurat chho, 
butaru ro dawai karabi ke chhai.
I need Rs. 50 for my child's treatment.
Moneylender: Torasani khali mangi ke hai
janeinchhein, lautabi ke nai. Sarhe tin 
sau taka charhalo chho toro matha per, 
ekra kahia lautabein?
People like you know only to borrow, not to 
return. When are you going to return Rs. 
350 that is already there on your head?
society based on the Brahmanic ideals. The urban discourses of the region are dominated by a mixture 
of two somewhat incompatible themes: first, the glorification of the regional history in terms of 
Sanskritik symbols (i.e., the link of Bhagalpur with Brahmanic scriptures), and, second, the advocacy 
of egalitarianism and religious harmony in the region.
4 Some literate Gangotas have received opportunity to exercise their literary skills in the pamphlets 
and magazines published by a few political organisations. However, the songs and stories written for 
these irregular publications have mostly been in Hindi, apart from conforming to the ideological stand 
of these organisations. Thus, these cannot be considered representatives of diara narratives, despite 
being written by Gangotas.
5 It should be noted here that Ramkishore, the Gangota cultivator, does participate in formal politics 
as an activist of Ganga Mukti Andolan (Ganga Liberation Front), an organisation for the liberation of 
the river Ganga from panidari (waterlordism).
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Gangota: Pheri debai Malik, makai kati ko. Akhni
to hamaro udharo.
I will return it Malik, after harvesting the 
maize crop. But right now please rescue me.
Moneylender. Tees taka se besi nai. Munsiji, isko tees 
rupiya de dijiye. Jo, chhapain dingi.
No more than thirty. [To his accountant, in
Hindi] Munsi Ji. give him Rs. 30. [To 
Gangota, in Angika] Go, print your thumb
[The Gangota cultivator collects Rs. 30 and leaves without saying anything ]
At first glance, the above linguistic exchange does not seem to contain anything that 
would justify its inclusion in our analysis as a significant ethnographic evidence. A careful 
reading, however, unravels the presence of different elements of power, making this 
apparently insignificant dialogue a representative of the linguistic manifestation of the local 
social antagonism. Before we attempt an interpretation, it is necessary to take into account 
two significant facts about the conversation. Firstly, it took place at the shop of the 
moneylender, situated in the main market of the city and not in diara. In other words, the 
spatial context o f the conversation is heavily, if not completely, balanced in favour of the 
moneylender. Secondly, the Gangota cultivator had gone to seek an urgent monetary favour 
from the moneylender, and, hence, was completely dependent on the latter, considering the 
urgency of the moment. The two factors completely ruled out the possibility of any overt 
assertion on the part of the Gangota cultivator. Despite the compelling situation, as we are 
about to see, the interaction did not pass untainted of the defiance of the Gangota.
In order to comprehend the full semantic implication of this brief dialogue, it is 
necessary to take into account the presence o f different languages as well as the modes, in 
addition to the textual content of the exchange. The very opening word of the conversation 
suggests the presence of unequal relationship in the interaction. The term sarkar, which has 
been used to address the moneylender, is generally used in the region to address persons 
belonging to higher status, including landlords, moneylenders, government officials, 
policemen, local politicians etc. It holds, in its etymology, a narrative o f domination in the 
past. Introduced during the medieval era of feudal domination that found its symbolic 
representation in a mixture of Turko-Arabian-Persian culture, the present circulation of this 
term may largely be attributed to the colonial juro-political structure that allowed Persian to 
be used injudicial procedures together with English. Originally this term meant ‘authority’,
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and in the contemporary use, denotes ‘government’. However, it signifies a feudal 
articulation of power in which the authority of an official is perceived to be vested not 
merely in the post but in the very individual. In its linguistic use in diara, sarkar 
conceptualises the semi-feudal embodiment of domination that has defied the evolution of 
modem civil society in the region. Also, the fact that the same term is used by the members 
of diara community to address different individuals of authority makes it clear that in their 
consciousness all these apparently different categories belong to the same class. In other 
words, the subordinate community does not fail to recognise the essential political nature of 
all authoritative relationships, to which it is subjected. In the above mentioned conversation, 
the Gangota cultivator accepts his inferior rank to the moneylender even before the 
conversation has taken place. It is against this background of unequal status that the 
conversation proceeds.
The attempt of the moneylender to enforce his superiority is reflected, when he 
addresses this Gangota as Neta j i  and speaks in Hindi, with formal words that are normally 
used for a politician. [Welcome...election] What appears to be a mistake, i.e., considering a 
poor peasant to be a high ranking political leader, is a deliberate sarcasm on the part of the 
moneylender with the sole objective to affirm the inferior status of this Gangota The reply 
of Gangota [Malik...you ], while accepting the higher status of the moneylender by 
addressing him as malik (master, owner, employer), very subtly turns the table in the 
sentence, ‘It is a profession for people like you’, since the career of a politician is beyond the 
reach of both the participants of this conversation. Hence, there is a mild sarcasm present in 
the reply of Gangota peasant, but not mild enough to conceal the protest. In response, the 
moneylender changes his sarcastic tone, which is playful and indirect affirmation of 
dominance at the same time, to the direct language of command. Particularly in the 
interrogative sentence ‘Will you blabber?’, the threat o f punitive action is undoubtedly 
present. The following sentence is in command form, a clear assertion of the authority of the 
moneylender. To make the message loud and clear, the moneylender has switched from 
Hindi to Angika.
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The Gangota cultivator comes straight to the point, and conveys his intention of 
borrowing money. It is remarkable that this time he has replied without addressing the 
moneylender, the term of respect being evidently absent. Although the cultivator has 
accepted the superiority of the moneylender, he has not tried to conceal his displeasure by 
replying in a flat tone. This may not have been missed by the moneylender, who maintains 
the offence by assigning a disparaging label to the entire social stratum of Gangotas, ‘People 
like you know only to borrow, not to return’, followed by the interrogative sentence, ‘When 
are you going to return Rs. 350 that is already there on your head?’ Rather than a simple 
query or a reminder, this question is an assertion of the control, quantified in monetary 
terms, that the moneylender has over the poor cultivator. Also, it is an insult hurled upon the 
borrower in the presence of other people in a social context where any mention of debt is 
considered to be a severe violation of the social etiquette. By way of mentioning a large debt 
on the head of the Gangota, the moneylender has informed the social presence of his status 
in relation to the former.
On the other hand, being reminded of his indebtedness, the Gangota cultivator 
becomes aware of the vulnerability of his existence. Under the circumstances, the 
moneylender can easily alienate him ffom all his material possessions, without which his 
family would not be able to survive. This realisation makes him to compromise, as the 
deliberate absence of the term of respect has been reverted, and he meekly promises, T will 
return it Malik, after harvesting the maize crop. But right now please rescue me.’
The moneylender is satisfied as his authority has finally been acknowledged by the 
borrower, but he cannot respond to any request for help without making his presence felt. 
The very alteration o f the amount to be borrowed (ffom Rs.50 to Rs.30) demonstrates that 
ultimately it is his decision that is going to prevail. Needless to mention, the conversation 
ends with a command ffom the moneylender to the Gangota to collect money after printing 
his thumb on the receipt. He declares, ‘No more than thirty. Munsi Ji give him Rs. 30. Go, 
print your thumb.’ The first sentence is an example o f anacoluthon; not only has there been a 
shift ffom one grammatical construction to another but also a change ffom one language
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(Angika) to another (Hindi), which has been conceptualised in linguistics as “code­
switching” 6 with the obvious intention of increasing the intensity of the expression The 
command to munshi (accountant) has been given in Hindi, the unmistakable shift expresses 
the attempt to differentiate one subordinate from another
Despite the fact that it is the words of the moneylender that conclude the conversation, 
the anacoluthonic insult hurled at the Gangota peasant has not gone unresponded. The 
Gangota subject violated one crucial norm of social interaction by not offering parnam  
before his departure .7 In the local society, any transgression from the codes of social 
conduct by a person of an inferior social stratus amounts to an act of insubordination, and, 
as revealed by our knowledge (the admission by the Gangota himself), the presence of a 
deliberateness in the act qualifies this transgression to be a conscious act of defiance.8
Contrary to the apparent sign of meek submission, the prominent presence o f silence in 
the social practice of Gangotas signifies insubordination, since it violates the dominant code 
of social conduct. In order to comprehend the operation of this mode of resistance we can 
take help o f a more specific incident that was narrated by a Gangota of Shankarpur: 9
6 Roger T. Bell, Sociolinguistics: Goals, Approaches and Problems, London: B. T. Batsford, 1976, 
pp. 116-44. The present use may be taken as an example of “metaphorical switching” ISee, J. Fishman, 
Sociolinguistics: A Brief Introduction, Rowley, Mass.: Newbury' House, 1970, p.44]. This kind of 
switching facilitates a very effective rhetorical mode chiefly used to emphasise the statement. See, J. R. 
Rayfield, Languages o f a Bilingual Community, The Hague: Mouton, 1970, p.56. However, in the 
present context the code-switching is clearly a manifestation of power than anything else.
7 The insult embedded in not offering parnam to the moneylender was pointed out by the Gangota 
cultivator (Ramkishore) himself in a talk later, without which it would have remained unknown to me.
8 The knowledge of such transgressions in agrarian cultures is well-known, as several works have 
underlined this modality of agrarian protest. R. Guha, Elementary Aspects o f Peasant Insurgency in 
Colonial India [op. c it], and James C. Scott, Weapons o f the Weak [New Haven: Yale University Press, 
19851 are two major contributions that emphasise the significance of transgressions in agrarian social 
contexts.
9 This was narrated to me by Parmanand Mandal of Shankarpur, who had been working as an 
agrarian labourer for a landlord of Bihpur until then.
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Malikwa apno lathait [Parbhu Singh] ke bhejalkai u hamara kahalakai ki tora bolahat 
chhikou kachahari per. Hammen okra kahi deliaye ki hamara phursat nai chhou. U ghurighuri 
kettai baro ailaye, pain hamme okra sein nai bolalaliye. Pher jabhai u kahalakai ki malik 
tamtamal chhou, hammen thithaki deliaye, pain bolaliye kuchho nai. Tesar paharo u apane 
hamara gor hi tare ailai. Naita hammen okra parnamepati kailiye, nayiye kuchho baithahin la 
deliaye. U baktai ralhai pain hammen chuppai ralhiaye. Jabhain u samjhi gelaye ki hammen 
okra la nai khatabai, tabhain hamar gorhi chhoralakai
Malikwa (the landlord) sent his lathait (Parbhu Singh) who told me that I am urgently wanted 
at the kachahari (the office of a landlord)10. I told him that I am busy. He (Parbhu Singh) 
came again and again, but I refused to talk to him. When he said that malik is very angry, I 
laughed but did not say anything. Tesar pahar (in the afternoon), u (he, the landlord) himself 
came to my gorhi (the place in front of a hut). Neither did I offer him a seat nor said parnam .
He kept on talking but I remained silent. Finally when he understood that I will not work for 
him he left.
In the above quoted incident signs of linguistic violations are evidently present. 
Violence inscribed in the linguistic inversion is clearly reflected in the very first word, 
Malikwa. Parallel to the term sarkar, malik symbolises a social context of complete and 
direct domination. Largely used by Gangotas to address their respective landlords, this term 
connotes owner, employer and master. Analysed in the context of the process of 
objectification of the subordinate community of diara, there is hardly any difference between 
an owner (of an object) and an employer (who objectifies). Malik, in this sense, is the 
ultimate expression of domination, the perfect verbalisation of power However, in the 
above mentioned incident, it has been used with the suffix wa, a linguistic practice generally 
employed to affirm the inferior status of the addressed person, and hence considered to be 
disrespectful. Normally a linguistic usage identified with the superior tongue, as it is 
considered appropriate for the landlords to address the members of subordinate community 
by adding suffix wa to the latter’s names, in the above description this linguistic rule has 
been reversed to inflict linguistic violence upon the dominant social category.
A similar violation may be noticed in the term u (pronounced ‘oo’ as in moon) for he, 
which is generally used to refer to an inferior person. According to the linguistic code of
10 Kachahari or cutcherry (in colonial documents), a term of Persian, literally means court, but 
during the colonial period it also came to refer to the revenue-office of a zamindar. Although zamindan 
system no longer exists, the term is still used to refer to the office of a landlord.
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Standard Angika, the landlord should have been referred to as hum and not u, as illustrated 
in the following table:
Pronouns of Angika
First Person Second Person Third Person
Singular hum  II] ton [You] u [He]
Plural hamarasini [we] torasini [You] okrasini [They]
Honorific
Singular - apne [You] huni [He]
Plural - apnesini [You] hunisini [They]
The above table includes two different sets o f terms used to address second and third 
person(s). Pronouns like apne, apnesini, hum  and hunisini replace ton, torasini, u and 
okrasini respectively when a person of higher status is addressed. This grammatical rule 
corresponds to other linguistic usages as well. For example, hey ray is generally used for 
drawing the attention of a peer or a man of inferior status, whereas for the men of higher 
status are it changes to hey ho. Similarly, in the case of a higher status female hey hey is 
used, but for a general female the prescription is hey gey. In general, the status of a person is 
determined by age, caste, class, gender, authority etc., but the old men of lower castes 
would not be addressed as apne (you, respectable) by a young member of high caste. 
However, the latter has to be addressed with the use of honorific terms by the a person of 
low caste. Any violation o f these linguistic prescriptions is considered to be seriously 
offensive and may invoke a reaction, ranging from the abrupt introduction of silence ending 
the conversation, to the use of physical violence against the offender, from the person 
offended.
The above narrative, apart from violating the dominant linguistic code of Angika, is 
also marked by the defiance of the code of conduct by the narrator, who neither offered 
greetings nor any seat to his malik. However, the most significant manifestation of defiance 
has been his refusal to enter into any dialogue with the landlord. Not answering the queries 
and responding with a silence to the speech of a superior are considered to be extraordinary
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violations of the dominant code of communication The presence of silence does not hinder 
the communication, but conveys a meaning otherwise not possible with the use of words. 
The application of this tool in expressing insubordination should not be interpreted as 
spontaneous or mechanistic, rather a conscious and purposeful response used by the 
Gangota cultivator, as indicated by his own admission in the above narration. Apart from 
being a meaningful mode of communication, silence is also a mode of linguistic violence 
consciously applied by Gangotas to express their defiance, especially in contexts dominated 
by their adversaries. The strength of silence is acknowledged by the inhabitants of diara, as 
reflected in the following saying:
Ekkai chuppain hajaro ka haraichhai 
A single silent [person] defeats thousands.
The above use of silence in a verbal communication is analogous to its presence in the 
Gangota use of collective force. As we have discussed earlier, dacoity is accompanied by the 
silence of the participants. Although portrayed as crime in the colonial and post-colonial 
discourses, dacoity is the most effective mode of protest for those members of the diara 
community that are unable to respond to the coercive dominance of the landed elites openly. 
The reasons for the employment of this mode of violence are numerous, but the most 
significant factor rests in the Gangota understanding of the temporal articulation of 
domination that rules out any possibility of overt rebellion. As a consequence, the use of 
physical force by a landlord to affirm his dominance during the day are compensated by the 
collective invasion on his person and property by Gangotas during the night. The violent 
discourse initiated by the landlord during the day is completed with the nocturnal argument 
of the agrarian collectivity.
Silence not only alienates Gangotas from the domain of discourse but also dissociates 
them from their own practice. It is a unique situation in which the actor does not want to be 
identified with the act that he commits. It is not merely the fear of reaction from the 
omnipotent State, the ruthless apparatus of domination that requires Gangotas to remain 
unidentified with their practice, but also their dependency, precisely on the group that is the
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target of their violence, that makes the maintenance of silence inevitable. At the same time, 
this “silence is paradoxical - it isn’t a silence which does not speak, it is a silence which 
refuses to be spoken for in its name And in this sense, far from being a form of alienation, it 
is an absolute weapon ”u By unclaiming the act silence generates a vacuum. Despite its 
(mis)interpretation as an admission of guilt, this vacuum is a strategic inevitability in the 
defiance of Gangotas, with the sole purpose of hiding their real agenda.
2. *saharua bolV: The voice of resistance in an urban setting
saharua boli, du du matlab 
[The urban tongue/speech, [has] two meanings]
- A diara proverb
While silence is a mode of defiance in the territory of dominance, ambiguity dominates 
the discourses that are located between the strongholds of sudar boli and babuan boli. This 
does not imply a mere use of ambiguous words and metaphors, which are to be found in 
many other expressions of resistance, but the ambiguity o f meaning emerging from a 
narrative that can be interpreted as both an appeal and a warning. In terms of physical space, 
such narratives are located mainly in the slums of Bhagalpur city inhabited by the Gangota 
immigrants. Although the shift from diara to the city has not changed the status of 
immigrants in relation to babuan, the nature o f their dependency on the latter has been 
drastically altered. Unlike in their previous occupation as agrarian labour, they are no longer 
under the direct control of landlords, as most of them derive their livelihood by working as 
railway porters, milkmen, construction workers, etc., the terms of employment being 
negotiated daily. Despite the increasing use of the urban vocabulary, the tone of defiance is
11 Jean Baudrillard, In the Shadow o f the Silent Majorities, New York: Semiotext, 1983, p.22.
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very much discernible in the narratives circulated among the Gangota immigrants12, as may 
be seen in the following song:
Original (Angika)
Jio babu jio da
Ton piochha som-sudha-ras hamara mado pio da
Ton jiyechha khana khai la
Hammen khaichhi jaan bachai la
Tor kapra sajsajai la
Hamar gudari laj bachai la
Tora janmauti sagnauti
Mario par hamara nai dhoti
Gamchhavisti jori-toriro hamra kafno sio da
E dharti akas tore chhai
Pani hawa parkas tore chhai
Sab-ta ton iman kharidala
Pathar ke bhagwan kharidalha
Tohin hamara devta pittar
Tohin bahar tohin bhittar
Tor phenkalo juttho patta, kutta se lari liyo da
Mahal per ton mahal banabo 
Hamar kutiya nai kalpabo 
Jabtak toro mahal atari 
Tabtak toro bhikh bhikhari 
Muthi-muthi dana hamaro 
Kothi-thek khajana toro
Mihnat ke phal ekko dana mun mein babu diyo da
Translation (English)
O Babu ! you live but let us live too. 
You drink som-sudha-ras^, but let us at least have
rice-starch. 
You live to eat [good food], 
[while] we eat to save our lives. 
Your clothes are for adornment, 
our rags are for covering shame. 
Your birth is an auspicious occasion, 
[while] we can’t manage even a dhoti14 at death. 
Let us at least stitch a kafan15 from rags.
You own this earth and sky. 
You own the water, air and light. 
You bought the honesty of the people. 
You bought the god made of stone. 
Only you are our god and ancestor. 
Only you are outside and inside. 
Let us at least have your leftovers that you throw to
dogs.
You add floor after floor [to your mansion], 
[but] don’t make our huts shudder. 
As long as your mansions [exist], 
there would be no dearth of beggars. 
We toil for a handful of grain, 
[while] your treasure keeps overflowing 
Let us at least have a tiny piece of the fruit of our
labour.
Although the literal translation o f the song compromises the original flavour, it retains 
the message contained in the Angika version. There are three significant attributes o f  this 
poetic construction that may be considered relevant in the present context: firstly, it 
describes the contrast in the existence o f the two polar strata o f the local society, secondly, 
it establishes an inverse causality between the respective social positions o f the two strata,
12 A few Naxalite (Marxist-Leninist) organisations have been active among the slum-dwellers of 
Bhagalpur. This, among other things, has exerted a considerable influence on the narratives of the 
immigrant Gangotas. In such narratives, the rationale of resistance is derived from economic inequality 
and not mythology.
13 Som-sudha-ras is a traditional Indian potion believed to increase potency.
14 Dhoti is the white muslin sheet worn by males to cover the lower half of the body.
15 Kafan or kafn is the cloth used to wrap corpses.
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i.e., the prosperity of the one is directly related to the poverty o f the other, and, lastly, this 
song can be interpreted as both a petition as well as a warning - an ambiguity that hides, and, 
at the same time, allows the verbalisation of protest. The three elements may be interpreted 
as premises in the logic of resistance. In other words, resistance is not asserted, rather 
arrived at, after demonstrating the contrast in the existence of the two social categories and 
establishing that these conditions of existence are causally related. The style of this 
derivation differentiates the song from the mythological narratives of diara that we have 
discussed earlier. Not only does it reflect the urban literary influence that is evident in the 
literary style, but it also substitutes the religious rationale of diara narratives with a socio­
economic argument, generally popular among the urban lower classes. However, the 
message of defiance has been retained in the song, which is different from diara narratives 
only in form that blends with the urban linguistic milieu.
The song is addressed to babu, a term that may connote a father, an urban gentleman 
or a landlord, all of which symbolise a superior status. In the present context, the term 
implies a member of babuan, the high caste elites. In its vivid depiction of social inequalities, 
the song hardly leaves any scope for the interpretation of the effects of power. The sentence 
You live to eat, we eat to live may be interpreted in two ways. Firstly, it may be seen as a 
comparison of the two social strata in terms of food accessibility. Chikkankhori16, which is 
beyond the means of Gangotas and carries a negative value in diara, is the normal attribute 
of babuan. On the other hand, urchins and beggars may be seen competing with dogs to 
grab the leftover o f a babuan feast. The contrast reflected in the song is literal and not 
figurative. When interpreted in the local linguistic context, the sentence inflicts an insult 
upon the babuan, since to tell somebody that (s)he lives to eat is to degrade that person to 
animals (dogs, pigs, cattle), as is also reflected in a diara proverb:
Chalai ekko chaos nai 
khojai chhai chaudah chaas
[The ox] does not even finish one round but asks for fourteen rounds [of food].
16 Chikkankhori refers to the habit of eating a rich diet (literally, eating smooth), in which dishes 
prepared with ghee (clarified butter) have a central position.
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The absence of subject, supposedly an ox, facilitates the use of the proverb to describe 
individuals who like to consume but do not want to work. In particular, this proverb is used 
to refer to babuan, who, due to their reluctance to undertake menial work and a great 
contribution to the local consumption, fall in the same category as the lazy ox, which wanted 
fourteen rounds of food without finishing even one round of ploughing. The beauty of the 
construction is inherent in its use of the term chaas which means both a round of cattle feed 
as well as a unit of ploughing. The song also captures the fashionable dress usages of 
babuan in the expression Your clothes are fo r  adornment, our rags are fo r  covering shame. 
In the elitist practice, the primary function of clothes (i.e., to cover one’s body) is replaced 
by their use in reflecting the status of a person In Bhagalpur, wearing silk kurta (the long 
Indian shirt) is specific to the members of the privileged social category. It is the same elitist 
mode of distinction that becomes a sign of identification of babuan in the consciousness of 
the subordinate community. 17
While depicting the contrast in the conditions o f existence, the song does not stop at 
describing the inequalities of food, dress and income {...handful o f  grain...kothi-thek o f  
treasure), but goes on to include life in its entirety, the birth and death. Birth, of a male heir 
in particular, is considered a very auspicious occasion (sagnauti) among the babuan, and the 
chhathin  ceremony involves the gift o f new clothes, especially dhoti to the male relatives 
and the Brahman who performs the rituals. Among Gangotas, on the other hand, the birth of 
a child is not followed by any festivity. In fact, pregnancies and deliveries do not alter the 
normal daily life of the people, including the women experiencing labour pain. 19 The gift of
17 The significance of dress in the identification of elites has also been pointed out by Gramsci, who 
writes “the ‘people’ is aware that it has enemies, but only identifies them empirically as the so called 
signori. Contained in the concept of signore there is much of the old dislike of country for town; dress 
is a fundamental element of distinction.” Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks, New 
York. International Publishers, 1975, p.272.
18 Chhathi is the celebration of birth that occurs on the sixth day of the delivery of the baby. Although 
religious rituals associated with birth are identical irrespective of the gender of the baby, the scale of 
ceremony is considerably greater in case of a boy.
19 In 1986, a Gangota woman of Shankarpur delivered a baby while working in a maize field. The 
delivery was not premature, but the pressure of the harvesting season had kept her from taking any 
rest.
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new clothes marking a birth is absent. In fact, many Gangota families fail to cover their dead 
with a new dhoti - an essential requirement for the performance of last rites.
In the second stage, the song successfully establishes a causal relationship between the 
juxtaposed inequalities described earlier. In the understanding of Gangotas, the field of 
control of babuan does not even exclude natural or physical space, as depicted in You own 
this earth and sky. You own the water, air and light. When contextualised, this sentence 
acquires a much deeper meaning since the ownership of earth symbolises the zamindari 
control of land, which, although officially a thing of past, is very much relevant in the 
contemporary agrarian structure. Similarly, you own the water directly refers to panidari 
(waterlordism), which still allows the waterlord to collect rent from the diara fishermen and 
boatmen. Like an indomitable Janus, the locally privileged keep on hounding the subordinate 
domain of existence with their two faces that control both land and water of diara. Another 
sentence, You bought the honesty o f the people, when taken literally, implies the 
unscrupulous practices of the babuan, but a contextual reading suggests the awareness of 
the diara community of the elitist control over social values, and the manner in which these 
have been used to legitimate the supremacy of its patrons. A parallel expression is to be 
found in a popular saying of diara.
Jekaro bhanva tekaro geet.
The one who hires the bard controls the song.
As implied in the proverb, one who controls a bard, controls his song as well. The 
landlords, who control the local society, also determine the rules of social conduct (samajik 
achar). The ownership of values goes hand in hand with the elitist control of religion, as 
represented in You bought the god made o f stone. The dominant religious practice in 
Hinduism that prescribes the worship o f personified stone idols of gods and goddesses has 
been subject to the Gangota aggression here. The process of objectification inherent in the 
structure of power is symbolised in the worship of stone idols. The sentence captures two 
crucial attributes of Brahmanic Hinduism in the same instance. Firstly, it reflects the 
understanding of Gangotas of the extent of elitist control that not only encompasses their
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earthly existence but also extends to the heavenly domain. As we have discussed earlier, the 
Brahmanic ideology has played a significant role in legitimating the dominance of high caste 
elites by propagating the notion of divine hierarchy that is claimed to have emerged from the 
body of Brahma itself. Secondly, the sentence reflects the Gangota awareness of the object­
ive nature of the objectified God .20 The religious metaphor also facilitates an excellent 
manifestation of the social spatiality of power that produces a distance between the higher 
and lower social strata comparable only to the relationship between God and ordinary 
mortals, as reflected in Only you are our god and ancestor. Like God, the omnipresent 
authority o f babuan is not limited to the public sphere of the subordinate life but 
encompasses the most private, innermost familial domain as well, a fact well-captured in 
Only you are outside and inside. Finally, the sentence As long as your mansions exist, there 
would be no dearth o f beggars represents the causal relationship that exists between the 
prosperity of babuan and the impoverishment of Gangotas. Not only does this line reflect 
the Gangota understanding of the local hierarchy, but also holds a crucial position in the 
thematic structure of the song, since it marks the conclusion of the second step of the 
subordinate logic.
Although the song narrates, and then seeks to explain, the unequal distribution of 
privilege, it is the presence o f the voice of resistance that authenticates its authorship This 
voice is not located in any particular place (stanza) in the song, but distributed as recurring 
boundaries that encompass the entire space of this poetic construction. The lines marking the 
beginning and the end of the song, as well as the ones separating one stanza from another, 
contain the message of the subordinate community. All these lines are marked by an 
ambiguity o f tone. For example, the very opening line o f the song, O babu! you live but let 
us live too may either be a request or a command in Angika. A similar grammatical 
construction runs through the whole of the subordinate message. When considered in 
isolation the tone of this final element of the theme of the song appears to be marked by an 
unresolved ambiguity - a meek plea or a violent threat, and in the given urban social milieu
20 God is objectified as it is subject to the control of elites (Brahmans), and it is an object since what 
is worshipped is nothing but a piece of stone.
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dominated by the values of samajik achar, it is more likely to be interpreted as the former 
In other words, it symbolises the juncture where the alienation of the objectified Gangotas 
meets the willingness to invert the operation of coercive dominance, i.e., the consciousness 
essential for the actualisation of collective protest.21 Although nowhere in this song is any 
overt assertion of resistance made, the signs of symbolic violence are unmistakably present, 
hidden under the deliberately generated ambiguity of the linguistic construction.
3. ‘diro-dev The Ballad o f a Criminal
Dukhia ro dev maritai kenai? Kailas ro dehi mein lohu nai ganga bahichhalai. Ganga ro jal, 
gangai mein chaligelai.22
[How can the god of oppressed die? It was not blood but Ganga that used to flow in the body of 
Kailash. Ganga’s water, went back to Ganga ]
As we have seen above, the linguistic form acquired by the defiance of Gangotas is 
guided by the context of verbalisation. In other words, ambiguity allows the verbalisation of 
resistance in social situations that do not permit any overt assertion by the subordinate social 
category. While the linguistic regime of babuan boli is successfully enforced through rules 
and procedures of samajik achar in the physical and social territory dominated by the high 
caste elites, it has very little command over the discourses of diara that defy the elitist 
dominance both in content and linguistic structure. Consequently, the detection of resistance 
in the narratives of diara does not require any semantic decoding, since defiance marks such 
narratives in the most unambiguous terms. To substantiate this, we may take into account 
Diro Dev or Diara Dev (The god of diara)23, a ballad dedicated to Kailash Mandal, the
21 In this sense, language is nothing but, to use the term of Marx, ‘the practical consciousness’, since 
the consciousness to protest is inherent in the very semantic production of discourse. As aptly pointed 
out by Chris Weedon, “Meaning and consciousness do not exist outside language...it is the language in 
the form of conflicting discourses which constitutes us as conscious thinking subjects and enables us to 
give meaning to the world and to act to transform it.” See, Chris Weedon, Feminist Practice and 
Poststructuralist Theory, Oxford: Blackwell, 1987, p.32.
22 The remark was made by Bisu Mandal, an elder of Shankarpur, while discussing the death of 
Kailash.
23 Not much can be said with certainty about the ballad, except that it must have been composed some 
time in the last decade, as it mentions the end of Kailash. The authorship of this ballad, like every other
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most revered figure in diara and, in the eyes of police, the most ferocious criminal ever to be 
registered in the district crime records of Bhagalpur.
Diro Dev
I. The query of Kailash to Ganga
O Mother of all ! I bow to thee 
You wash away sins of all.
You are the ambrosia of Vishnu.
You dwell in the kamanda c^&T&fe) of Bramha.
The matted locks of Shiva is your bed.
Motherly love flows from your heart.
You are famous as Alaknanda and it is you that inhabits heaven as Vishnupadi.
You flow beneath the earth as Adhoganga.
In the form of Bhagirathi, you inhabit this world.
You liberated sixty thousand sons of Sagar.
Cursed by Janhu Rishi, your heart changed. [Your vanity was destroyed]
The perseverance of Bhagirath brought you to this earth.
Only because o f you the cursed Vasu could go to heaven.
Originating from Gangotri you flow through Bhagalpur.
On your way you bless Haridwar and Kashi
0  daughter of Himalayas! why are you so gloomy ?
Burnt from the heat of Jeth, your body needs balm
Your hair and dress appear to have been suffering from the dry storms of Vaishakh. 
Which misery/worry has made your life restless ?
Your eyes look like dead lotus in a dry pond,
[You are] gloomy like a water-flower turned pale in the scorching sun.
[Your] face appears empty [the way] rice fields [look] after harvesting.
For you happiness has become mangoes [that are gone] in the end of Asarh.
You look like a mother who has become childless.
1 make this request by bowing to you.
You are the liberator of all the gods, ancestors and human beings of this universe. 
Why has your bright face turned gloomy ?
narrative of diara, remains unclaimed. A hand-written copy of the ballad was supplied to me by 
Amarendra, who works for the Hindi department of Baunsi College, Baunsi (Bhagalpur). Although he 
claimed the origin of the ballad to be a group of Gangotas working in Calcutta, it is possible that he 
composed it himself.
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II.Ganga narrates her misery to Kailash
0  Son Kailash! How should I describe my agony ?
My body and soul have been pierced by the arrows of a cruel bird-catcher (bahelia in 
Angika).
Cruel [bird-catcher] calls me mother, but makes me cry everyday.
That cruel bird-catcher makes my life miserable everyday.
My children [Gangotas] are simple like myna [birds]
He makes them fight everyday
Every day my eyes see him draining my sons and daughters.
He does not spare even their broken vessels.
His disregard for the honour of my daughters and daughters-in-laws has made them scared 
pigeons.
This cruel bird-catcher does not care even for a mother’s honour.
Go Kailash ! Tell this to Kosi.
He (the bird-catcher) does not care for anybody now.
Ask her (Kosi) to come quickly.
This cruel bird-catcher tortures me a lot.
He does not hesitate in snatching food from hungry mouths.
This cruel bird-catcher snatches away even the ploughed fields.
My children toil all through Jeth and Baisakh.
Even then they have to bear the oppression of this cruel bird-catcher.
They toil to grow rice, wheat and com.
All the diamonds of my children’s labour are looted by the cruel bird-catcher.
My sons spend their lives in digging muddy vegetable-fields 
He does not leave food for their empty bellies.
That’s why my sons are always restive.
[Everybody’s] peace of mind has been taken away by this cruel bird-catcher.
1 don’t see the beginning or the end of this mountain o f misery 
He takes away children from my lap.
That is all you have to say to Kosi, O Kailash.
This cruel bird-catcher has plundered even the womb of my elder sister (Kosi).
IILKailash pleads to Ganga
After listening to Mother Ganga, Kailash spoke:
With my head on your feet, I say to you my Mother,
Don’t be desperate and there is no need to call Kosi.
O Mother ! Don’t bring disaster in your desperation.
When you call me son, tears flow from your eyes.
[Don’t cry otherwise] everybody will call me sinner.
In desperation don’t think of calling Mother Kosi here.
She will destroy the entire diara.
Nothing will grow anywhere, if She came here in anger.
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The dark night [of doom] will envelop the entire diara.
With the bird-catcher, all your mynas and pigeons will die.
The very reason [for your concern] {diara) will be destroyed.
The greenery of diara will turn into the seat of Aughar,24 
if Mother Kosi in anger put her feet here.
With your blessing I take this vow today,
that the cruel bird-catcher will be caught in his own net.
The tyrant who has been breaking the wings 
of your mynas and parrots, will lose his hands.
0  Mother! I tell you this truth.
With your blessing I will remove your worry.
Give me strength, fill me up with fire, 
so that your simple children could be rescued.
Allow me to generate a great fire everywhere.
[He] who has taken away ploughed fields
and sown lands from your sons,
and distanced them from their earth making you cry.
With your blessings,
1 will restore all the lands of your children.
From today [onwards] it is not you who will cry but me.
I will see [to it] that nobody takes away 
the ploughed fields and sown lands any more.
I will see [to it] that nobody [forcibly] harvests your children’s crops any more. 
I will see [to it] that nobody snatches food from hungry mouths any more.
I will not sit with bangles in my hands any more.
With your blessings, I will make your daughters,
Kali, Durga, Shitala and Bihula,
and your sons Vikramaditya and Karn,
from whose fear the throne of Indra trembled.
For [stopping] that merciless tyrant,
who makes your innocent children cry,
bless me that ferocious Kosi comes on (possesses) me.
Bless me that I succeed in cleansing/purifying Gangotas.
Now, give me command/permission to go.
I would not be your son and wander like a ghost, 
if I fail to kill the killer of your children.
I feel Mother Kosi’s high waves in my body.
It is my request Mother that now you don’t delay.
I will be your son only when I have caught/contained that demon.
It would not take years or ages, but a few days or months.
To see the parrot, the crops of rice, com and wheat would sway [with gaiety]. 
Your children will flourish and be happy.
24 Aughars follow the Bampanth cult of Hinduism, which differs from Brahmanic Hinduism. Their 
traditional place of worship is cremation grounds.
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Bewildered, the world will watch this wonderful surprise.
That day diara will smell [of clay] good.
There will not be any falcon or bird-catcher to clip the wings of the parrot.
The tiny birds will chirp and play freely again.
This night, which is darker than the darkest night, 
will give way to a bright red morning like a red flower.
Even if I don’t come back, the [good] news will definitely reach here.
Tomorrow will bring the happiness of Phagun (spring).
The red sun will decorate your green lap like a little red ball.
Everyday the moon will come to wipe your feet.
Every field will be occupied [by Gangotas] and the panidar will be captured.
Your water frees [people from their sins] but you yourself are not free.
[He] who sells his mother is as great a sinner 
and guilty as [the one] who pollutes your water.
Every inch [of land] and every drop [of water] will be freed.
With every breath, I feel your waves in me.
Now don’t delay and bless me with your command.
My blood is boiling like [the waves of] Mother Kosi.
IV. The blessing of Ganga to Kailash
Having heard her son, [Ganga] spoke with joy:
0  Son, neither my heart nor my conscience allows it.
The world knows of a mother’s heart, but a son like you is unheard of.
Listening to you makes my heart fill with joy.
My son, I bless you as you are dearer than life.
With the force of Kosi, you will destroy that heartless tyrant 
and remove the disease/pain of my womb and of this earth.
1 will not stop you, nor will I call Kosi.
You have my permission and I bless you.
You should not let the honour o f mother sink/fall.
I bless you that you will be worshipped like me on this earth.
You will be famous as diro-dev in this universe.
Kailash was very happy to be blessed by the permission of Ganga.
V. The dream of Tiriya25
He (Kailash) met his wife at the door of his house, who touched his feet and said, 
I saw an unusual dream in my sleep.
I saw you going in a dense forest.
I saw you riding a horse.
25 Tiriya means woman but in the present context it has been used to refer to the wife (Maina 
Mandal) of Kailash Mandal.
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Adorned with a garland [around your neck], you were carrying pharsa (a type of battle axe). 
Sometimes you rode in one direction and sometimes in another.
I also saw hundreds of thousands of people following your horse.
Those men and women had spears and pharsa on their shoulders.
I saw that they kept on following you.
Sometimes they would roar like thunder and sometimes they would laugh.
While making rains, they kept on going
And then I saw you entering the jungle of Palash.
Making me sad you disappeared in the forest.
For months I searched for you both day and night.
[But] hiding behind the Palash trees you kept on laughing.
VI.Kailash explains to Tiriya
Having listened to the dream of his wife, Kailash said with a smile,
What you saw in your dream is going to happen in reality.
The men and women you saw are none but us.
My friends will be my mates of tomorrow.
We, who lived together up till now, will have to separate.
We will be able to meet only under the trees on the banks of Chanan.26 
The forest of Palash that you saw in your dream has made me restless.
I am going to bring flowers o f Palash that you will put in your hair.
With its colour, you will colour your toes.
I will also bring the season of Palash [spring] with its flowers.
In every house it [Palash] will bloom, making everyone rejoice 
People will use its colour to colour their clothes.
Everyday we will celebrate Vasant, Holi, Phagun and Chait by dancing Jhumar 
I will go to fetch the flowers of Palash.
Vn.Tiriya wishes good luck to Kailash
Now, I understand your wish.
If I stopped you, I will be called a sinner 
You should go cheerfully and come back happily.
Come with an armful of Palash [flowers].
I will dye my dress with its colour.
Coloured in the colour of Palash, I will dance everywhere.
I will keep the flowers near the plant of Tulsi in our courtyard.
I will always keep them near my head and heart.
26 A tributary of Ganga flowing from the south of the district to north.
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I will put tilak21 on your forehead when you come back.
I will be looking for your return
VIII.Kailash departs to fulfil the wish of Ganga
Having talked to his wife, Kailash left on his horse 
Heading towards east, he vanished into the forest of Palash.
When he came back from the forest with magical powers, 
the entire diara echoed with his voice.
Everybody watched with fixed gaze and wondered who this avatar was.
He kept on chasing the cruel bird-catcher without mercy.
He (Kailash) spent his childhood on sand and his youth on waves.
Storms, rains and hurricanes kissed his feet.
That is how the god of poor Kailash came into being 
He devastated the party (supporters) of the cruel bird-catcher.
Whichever snakes, vultures, foxes and tigers he came across, 
he killed them all one by one.
Under his blessed hand, the entire diara became prosperous.
All the women - married, widowed, young or grown-up - sang the songs of his praise. 
In diara, where nobody could protect daughters and daughters-in-law [in the past], 
Kailash emerged as Sailes Bhagat.28 
All the unfortunate females received his help.
As a father or a brother, he would arrange their marriages.
Nobody dared touch the women of diara.
Mothers and sisters laughed with joy in the reign of Kailash 
Sometimes with hundreds and sometimes alone, riding his horse, 
his appearance was adored even by his enemies.
A well-built body, tough and dark like Mandar [hill]
The curly dark hair which came to his shoulder shamed the clouds.
Dressed in white dhoti and kurta, 
with weapons in both hands,
he rode on a five feet horse which flew like a hurricane.
His horse was turbulent like a small boat on waves,
. for which cyclones and storms are equal.
Whenever he raised his pharsa, bodies sprawled on the ground.
One day Mother Ganga sent a storm to test Kailash.
The storm made everything dark.
All his mates lost their [sense of] direction.
It looked as if it would cover everybody in its dust.
Suddenly, with his pharsa, Kailash attacked this storm.
27 Tilak is the mark put on forehead particularly during the performance of religious rituals.
28 Sailes Bhagat, a mythological figure, is said to have killed a ruler that had abducted nine hundred 
brides after killing their respective husbands. See, chapter III for the details of the myth.
The chopped pieces of the body of that storm fell in the sea.
Numerous females of royal families were fascinated by his looks.
On his godly appearance, many females were eager to sacrifice their lives.
Afflicted by the valour of Kailash, a bird-catcher
came to diara in anger accompanied by hundreds of thousands of ghosts.
Like death they came from all directions.
They came crushing diara under their feet and mashing it with their hands.
It appeared as if the entire diara would sink in the ground 
Hundreds of thousands of feet made the earth to tremor.
The uproar o f their shouts penetrated the trembling sky.
Who knows where these monsters, demons and ghosts came from?
Kailash prayed to Bisubaba29 and asked,
Why are you taking this strenuous test ?
How will I be able to kill what appears to be the death of deaths?
Show me the way out of this ghastly problem.
Bisubaba chuckled and said to Kailash,
It is the result of a saintly curse.
The liberation from life is possible only if it is sacrificed to Ganga.
If the son of Ganga is killed, he will surely attain liberation.
Having heard , Kailash left on his horse.
Following him were a hundred horses carrying two riders each.
Riding their horses they disappeared out o f sight.
Angry demons were so horrifying that the teeth of the spectators were chattering. 
They (demons) were searching everywhere, in patal (underground), in the sky, 
[but] Kailash along with his mates was in a place unknown even to the gods.
From nowhere he (Kailash) appeared and attacked the angry demon 
In a moment, Kailash caught hold of the demon, and took out its life, 
and put it on his hands.
It became an eagle and flew in the sky.
All the killed ghosts and vampires became crows and vultures and flew in the sky. 
Kailash was surprised to see this.
He came back with his friends and camped on the banks of Kosi.
For the next five years he performed a great ritual penance.
He sacrificed hundreds of maunds30 o f milk and many boats full o f fruits.
He burnt a jungle o f scented wood and sandal.
Many baskets o f flower scented with musk were sacrificed.
All these days, he stayed holding the feet of Bisubaba.
When there was an hour left in the completion o f this great penance, 
the demon came flying with ghosts and monsters and attacked him.
Having seen the demon, the burning sandal created a thick smoke.
The smoke covered Kailash completely and made him invisible.
The [sacrificial] flower became a pharsa and the fragrance of the flowers a curse.
29 Bisubaba is a local deity of diara.
30 Maund is a traditional unit of weight in India.
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Riding on the back of the winds, Kailash charged.
Like heated gold, the body of Kailash glowed 
It appeared as if the sun had been standing in human form.
Before Kailash could blink, the demons, ghosts and vampires 
drew their spears and thumped their feet on the ground.
The thumping of feet made the earth tremble.
Kailash chased the demon in the sky and caught him.
He was followed by his tri-coloured force.
A thousand horses followed [disregarding] the showering/raining arrows.
Following [the riders] were men on foot, armed with pharsas and spears.
Each horse carried two riders.
Meanwhile, Bisubaba spoke in the ear of Kailash.
The lives of these demons is not in their bodies but in Tirmohan.31
All these ghosts and vampires are actually the kings that were cursed in their past life.
Their bellies are full of diamonds and pearls.
Having heard Bisubaba, all the fighters moved towards Tirmohan 
With Kailash the army entered Tirmohan.
They fought all day and all night.
The water of Tirmohan turned deep red with blood, and 
pearls, diamonds, emeralds and other jewels floated up.
With his army Kailash appeared from the water, 
as if the full moon had risen among the stars, 
as if the king-lotus had bloomed among lotuses.
Three armies went in three directions leaving behind the fabulous wealth at Tirmohan 
The poor of diara filled their courtyards with the loot.
The fate of the poor changed, each of whom could bum four lamps at the door.
In the houses of the rich there is darkness even during the day.
The oppressed of ages who were unprotected now rejoice to have Kailash.
They stroll fearlessly like tigers in the den of the bird-catcher.
The fate of the labourers has taken turn as gold showers on their houses 
They occupy the houses of the rich forcibly.
Kailash turned everything upside down.
Goat kids chase the butcher who is scared of their horns.
In the house o f the poor there is only Phagun (spring) while Jeth (scorching heat) 
resides in the house of the rich.
Now Lakshmi (the goddess o f prosperity) lives at the door of the poor.
Every night, Kailash goes to every house to find out the condition of the people 
and only after making sure that all is well he would go away.
It is the order of Kailash that in his rule,
nobody, however strong, can enter diara against his wish.
And not even a single grain will go out.
In diara, the landless will receive land.
At his single command, the rich part with hundreds of thousands.
31 Tirmohan is the meeting point of three rivers - Ganga, Kosi and Chanan.
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In the reign of Kailash the poor distribute grains.
Appropriation, filch, loot and exploitation had no scope 
Jewellery decorated the necks of poor women.
Kailash brought heaven to every house.
Everybody was amazed to see the condition of diara.
Milk, curd and ghee kept on flowing like the water of Ganga.
The dogs of Kailash left even the pancakes.
Everywhere in diara birds sang happily on every branch.
The condition of cows, buffaloes and their calves was tempting.
The villages of Raghopur, Lodhipur, Khairpur, Navada and Athgamman 
danced with prosperity.
Similar conditions prevailed in Alalpur, Phulbaria, Amia and Parbatta.
In Faridpur it was Holi (the festival of colours) and Baharattara and Company Bagh danced. 
The village of Shankarpur Nankar used to celebrate festivals everyday.
To see the good deeds of Her son, Mother Ganga used to laugh freely.
People treated crops like husk
On this side, the wife of Kailash rejoiced.
She celebrated her good fortune of having a husband like Kailash.
The period of rejoicing lasted for twenty years.
Even Brahma was unable to describe those years of prosperity.
IX.The dream of Kailash
One day when the tired Kailash was in deep sleep,
Mother Ganga appeared in his dream and said,
You kept the honour of my womb intact.
You proved that by giving your birth my womb fulfilled its purpose.
You proved it true that you are only one among a hundred sons.
Son, you are like Mars among seven suns.
By making my misery disappear, you gave me joy.
You fulfilled the duty of a son by protecting the religion (sanctity) of your mother.
I am unable to describe the happiness you have given me.
You can ask for anything from me without any hesitation.
You can ask for anything you wish, be it wealth or this universe or even gods.
If you want you can ask for hundreds of thrones o f Indra.
I can bring gods and goddesses to your courtyard or make them sit at your door.
You will have to ask for something and that is my wish.
[Kailash said] Mother, place your hand on my hand and promise me that it will come true. 
If you are happy with me you will fulfil my wish.
You would not make any excuse.
With tears Ganga said, listen O Son of my womb
Even if you asked for my life I would consider it my good fortune.
Having heard this, Kailash said to Ganga,
if you are really happy with me, then give me a boon.
Allow me to depart from this world soon.
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I have completed my task.
Having heard Her son’s wish, Ganga said, What is this you asked for!
You could have asked for my life instead of your own death.
As the cage without its parrot and the mango grove without the cuckoo 
feels empty, so would I feel without you.
As the courtyard and patio of the father without his daughter feels empty, 
so will feel my courtyard without you.
As an orchard without fruits and flowers looks barren, 
so will feel my life without you.
You should have wished my death before you asked for your own.
I will rot for the rest of my life without you.
Seeing his mother sad, said Kailash,
Why be so sad for me?
Have you ever seen me losing faith in you even in great dangers ?
When my feet burnt in the village Parbatta, 
or from the fear o f [the one] who hid the demons, 
whose challenge made me come from the underground?
It is because of him that I ask for my death.
I have fulfilled my duties and now you should fulfil your promise.
If I am present, the people will always want me to be their leader.
This will not let my objective be fulfilled.
Nobody would care for their well-being if I am here.
That is why I ask for my death from you.
It is a great objective for which you want to die, my son.
If I stopped you, I will be called a sinner
Your wish will make me to have a burden on my heart
as heavy as Mandar (a hill in Bhagalpur) all my life.
Your wish and your objective will be fulfilled.
Having said this, Ganga kissed the forehead of Kailash.
Kailash bloomed with joy from tip to toes.
X.The departure of Kailash from this world
One day, after a month [of the boon] the earth split, 
and a growling monster came out.
He was like an angry storm.
His eyes resembled red fires burning in ditches.
His hair was like a bush of kaas (the tall grass of diara) and the mouth like a tunnel, 
in which his snake like tongue coiled.
His palms were like palm trees and the body was heavier than mountains.
His every step covered two miles and made the earth to tremble.
His breath was more hot than the scorching sun of [the month of] Vaishakh.
His voice was making the sky to burst asunder.
He went to the bank of Ganga where Kailash was asleep.
He was smiling in his dream.
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As the fire like breath touched the golden body of Kailash, 
his face started turning dark.
As the body of Kailash turned cold, the heat increased.
Watching this, the gods and goddesses of the heaven started crying loudly.
Even the planets of the sky cried.
The water of Ganga, Kosi and Chanan started boiling 
From the body of Kailash, a fire started with flames.
Only in three minutes, the golden body turned to ashes.
To collect the ashes, Ganga, Kosi and Chanan, all three ran 
Crying they returned with the ashes o f their son.
Even now one can hear them cry in the dark nights o f Bhado (the month of rains).
Sometimes, the sad memory of their son makes them faint.
All the trees, including kaas and Palash, look pale for a month, 
and wait for Kailash for all the twelve months.
Ganga, Kosi and Chanan fast for all the twelve months.
All the three wish for the birth of three sons each like Kailash.
A voice from the sky has announced that the wishes of the three sisters will be fulfilled.
On completion of the duration, three gods of diara will be incarnated.
Hearing this Ganga, Kosi and Chanan laugh with joy.
They rest during other months, but in Bhado they dance tandav (the dance of destruction).
The ballad is not only an excellent representative o f the diara folklore, but also 
signifies the history o f Gangotas. Hidden in the symbols and mythological rubric of this 
ballad, is an actual event o f the past. It is dedicated to Kailash Mandal, a legendary figure of 
Gangotas, who created havoc for the local landlords by containing their control of diara 
land. Described as a notorious dacoit in the police records of Bhagalpur and the adjoining 
district of Pumia, all through the decade of 1970s Kailash Mandal remained a nightmare for 
babuan until he was killed in an encounter with police in 1977. As Bisnath Mandal, an old 
resident of Shankarpur said nostalgically, “Not even a single grain could be taken out of 
diara by the landlords, who could not dare to visit their land, solely because of the fear of 
Kailash. He surpassed even Dhaturi Mandal in protecting the diara poor.”32 His exceptional 
success in inverting the structure o f dominance in agrarian Bhagalpur was interpreted by his 
own community in mythological terms. The residents of Shankarpur village, and of diara, at
32 Dhaturi Mandal was another legendary figure of Gangotas, who kept the district police on his 
heels during colonial days. This observation of Bisnath Mandal, was also confirmed by the local 
landlords, one of whom could not conceal his hatred for the Gangota legend. According to him, 
Kailash made it impossible to carry out the business of farming and it was only after Kailash’s death 
that normalcy could be restored. [Interview with Sushil Choudhary of Bhagalpur, 22 Sept. 1989]
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large, still maintain that Kailash had received special powers from Devi, a belief also 
reinforced by his attempt to build a Devi temple in the diara village o f Lodhipur.33
The opening section o f the ballad, in which Kailash asks Ganga about the reason for 
her sadness, is also a prayer. The river is considered to be immensely sacred by Hindus, 
largely for its mythologically attributed property o f  cleansing one’s sins. The Sanskrit 
scriptures are inscribed with narratives that establish Ganga as one o f the central elements o f  
Hinduism. As a goddess in her personified form, she has always been addressed as Mother, 
and in the form o f a river, she is said to pervade trilok (the three worlds o f earth, heaven and 
underworld). As Vishnupadi (one who washes the feet o f Vishnu), She inhabits the sky. The 
milky way, which seems to have inspired this myth, is also known as Akashganga (The 
Ganga o f the sky) In Patallok (the underworld), She is said to exist as Adhoganga (The 
Ganga o f beneath). The descent o f Ganga on this earth is one o f the most significant myths 
o f Hinduism. As has been narrated in Ramayana 34
King Sagar, who was the father of sixty thousand sons, decided to perform an Ashwamedh 
yajncA5 to achieve the title of chakravarti (the victor of the world). His decision scared the 
gods who thought that Sagar would invade heaven with the help of the powers obtained from 
the performance of the great ritual. In order to forestall the successful completion of this 
religious performance, they stole the sacrificial horse and hid it in the hermitage of the great 
sage Kapil, without the latter's knowledge. The sons of Sagar, on the command of their father, 
launched an extensive search for the horse. Finally, they reached the ashram of Kapil and 
found the horse grazing near his dwelling. Presuming the sage to be the culprit, they started 
abusing him. Infuriated by the disturbance caused to his meditation, Kapil opened his eyes and 
glared at the sons of Sagar, who were instantly reduced to ashes. When the king came to know 
of the incident, he was worried about the liberation of the souls of his sons. Kapil predicted 
that only the celestial river Ganga could enable the souls to go to heaven by washing the ashes 
with its sacred water. After many generations, Bhagirath, one of the descendants of Sagar, 
decided to bring Ganga on the earth to liberate the souls of his sixty thousand ancestors. After 
performing an arduous penance in Himalayas, he was successful in pleasing the gods who 
granted his wish. Shiva agreed to catch the river in his hair to prevent the destruction from her 
forceful descent. After wandering in the dense matted locks of Shiva, Ganga was released
33 As mentioned in Chapter III, he is also believed to have been frequently possessed by Devi.
34Valmiki Ramayan, balkand, 38.
35 Ashwamedh involved an elaborate ritual performance, after which a horse was turned loose for 
twelve months. All the territory where this sacred horse pervaded was claimed to be the territory of the 
king. As the symbol of the authority of the king, this horse was followed by an army to enforce this 
authority.
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upon the request of Bhagirath. She followed this determined descendant of Sagar to the 
ashram of Kapil and the souls of the sixty thousand sons of Sagar were liberated.
Although an important element of the elitist tradition, this mythological narrative is 
shared by all the communities which claim Hinduism as their religion In this light, all the 
mythological elements used in the praise of Ganga in the first section of the ballad represent 
the acceptance of these elements by the subordinate community of Gangotas. Adherence to 
this Brahmanical production by Gangotas does not, however, imply their acceptance of the 
dominant ideology. In fact, by linking their myth to the ancient texts they are attempting to 
legitimate it. On the other hand, their mythological claim to have descended from Ganga 
makes it inevitable for them to support the Ramayanic myth about the descent of Ganga.36 It 
may seem paradoxical, but the fact cannot be denied that the mythological elements of 
Brahmanic Hinduism are extensively used by Gangotas, and many other subordinate 
communities, to counter the dominant ideology, which may be seen in the use of Brahmanic 
narrative about Ganga by the diara community to strengthen its claim of descent from the 
celestial river.
The sacredness of Ganga is derived from the mythological belief that Brahma himself 
created this celestial river as a sign of the reverence for Vishnu.37 In addition, the 
mythological significance of Ganga may also be seen in her portrayal as a consort of Shiva. 
In Mahabharata we have a mythological narrative about the birth of Kartikeya, the god of 
war, who is also represented by the planet Mars.38
The gods of heaven were challenged by a powerful demon called Tarak. Defeated by this 
demon, the gods went to Shiva and requested him to relieve them from this problem. Upon
36 See, Chapter III, for a detailed analysis of the mythological descent of Gangotas.
37 On the request of the gods of heaven, Vishnu took the form of a dwarf and went to the court of the 
powerful demon king Bali in order to contain his dominance. The dwarf made a request for the gift of 
three paces of space. Although Bali knew the real identity of the dwarf, he did not refuse. Then the god 
became his normal size and measured the entire earth in one pace. With a second he reached the 
heavens and his third pace made a hole in the Satyalok, the Brahma’s domain. From this hole Brahma 
poured out the celestial water to wash the feet of Vishnu and this water came to be known as Ganga. 
See, Bhagwat Purana, 8.21.1-3, quoted by Steven Darian, The Ganges in Myth and History, Honolulu: 
The University Press of Hawaii, 1978, p.30.
38 Mahabharat, Shalya Parva, 44.
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their request, Mahadev (Shiva) released his seed in the agnikund (the pit of fire meant for 
ritual performance). The heat of this seed was so intense that even Agni, the god of fire, could 
not bear it and dropped it in Ganga. From the union between this seed and Ganga was bom 
Kartikeva, who killed Tarak.
In the same epic, we have another mythological story about the union of Ganga, but 
this time with a mortal human. King Shantanu, the ancestor of Kauravas and Pandavas, was 
once taking a walk by the river Ganga when he saw a beautiful woman. Enchanted by her 
beauty, he asked her to be his wife without even asking for her identity. She agreed but on 
the condition that Shantanu would never ask her to explain any of her deeds, otherwise she 
would leave him. The king readily agreed and they were married. After a year, this beautiful 
wife of the king gave birth to a son which she threw in the river. Shantanu, bound by his 
own promise, could not stop her. The seven sons of the king met the same fate, but at the 
birth of the eighth child Shantanu could not restrain himself any longer and asked her why 
she killed all her children. His wife told him that she was Ganga and all these children were 
Vasus, the celestials cursed by Vashisth to take birth as mortals. In order to save them from 
the miseries of human life, Ganga agreed to make it brief. She threw them in the river so that 
they could go back to heaven. Having said this, Ganga disappeared leaving Shantanu with 
her eighth son, Gangadatta (the son of Ganga), who later came to be known as the great 
Bhishma.39
Both the descendants o f Ganga, Kartikeya and Bhishma, have been glorified in the 
ancient scriptures as extraordinary personifications o f valour and integrity. Understood in 
this mythological context, the claim of Gangotas to have descended from the sacred river 
reveals their attempt to invert the ritual inferiority assigned to them by the Brahmanic 
tradition. Moreover, the militancy that is attributed to the community for its collective use of 
force finds its appropriate parallel in the mythological legends like Kartikeya and Bhishma. It 
also narrates the communal aspiration o f Gangotas for the physical strength o f these 
legendary warriors to break their subjection to the coercive domination of the landed elites. 
This communal aspiration is expressed in the ballad when Kailash promises to Ganga:
39 ibid., Adi Parva, 98.
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With your blessings, I will make your daughters 
Kali, Durga, Shitala and Bihula, 
and your sons Vikramaditya and Karn. 
from whose fear the throne of Indra trembled.
In the above lines, the demarcation between myth and history dissolves to reveal the 
unique feature of the diara narratives in which the events of the past are often registered in 
the form of myth. While Kali, Durga, Shitala and Bihula are mythological legends, 
Vikramaditya is an historical figure, a ruler of Gupta dynasty also known as Chandragupt II, 
who became famous for his ability to deliver justice. The communal aspiration of Gangotas, 
however, finds a more concrete expression in Karn, who is said to have defied the rules of 
social hierarchy to become a great warrior. In Mahabharata, Kam is depicted as the son of 
Kunti (the mother of Pandavas). After being deserted by his mother, he was raised by a 
chariot-driver, a Sudra. His open challenge to all the warriors in the court o f Hastinapur 
impressed Duryodhana, who proclaimed him the king of Anga (Bhagalpur). His presence in 
the ballad is not merely due to his association with the region, but also because of his social 
identity of an avarna, whose valour is said to have eclipsed all the Kshatriya warriors of the 
time. At the same time, like this great warrior, whose mythological descent lay in the union 
between Kunti and Surya (the Sun god), Gangotas trace their mythological origin to Ganga 
and Shiva.
All through the ballad, we find the depiction o f Gangotas in general, and Kailash in 
particular, as the children of sacred Ganga. This depiction is significant for the verbalisation 
of resistance in more than one sense. As we see, this mythological glorification of the 
community of Gangotas generates a counter-discourse which demolishes the ritual 
inferiority inflicted upon it by the Brahmanical religious order. The inversion of the dominant 
religious ideology inherent in this ballad is intemalistic, since it uses the elements of the same 
religious doxa, which has been used by the socially privileged to justify their dominance. 
Affirmation of the elements o f Brahmanic tradition that forms the prelude to the assertion of 
the subordinate community provides both the mythological authentication as well as 
justification to the content of the ballad. The mythological antiquity, which is generated by 
the reference to the narratives of the sacred Hindu texts, has been primarily used to provide
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legitimacy to the communal assertion of Gangotas in the form of Kailash This method of 
rationalisation should originally be attributed to the privileged social category, which 
introduced discursive discourses legitimating the prevailing social inequality in the name of 
divine hierarchy. By using the same technique, the ballad reverses the hierarchical order by 
assigning the community of Gangotas a godly descent.
While the icons of Brahmanic mythology have been extensively used, the elements of 
diara folklore, especially Bisu Baba and Sailes Bhagat, have been given equal significance in 
the ballad. Bisu Baba, a local deity of diara, is present in the ballad as the guide of Kailash. 
When the habitat of Gangotas is invaded by the demons, it is Bisu Baba who gives courage 
to Kailash. Depiction of the reverent attitude of Kailash towards this deity actually 
corresponds to reality, since he is said to have worshipped Bisu Baba on a regular basis. 
Similarly, the name of Sailes Bhagat is mentioned to emphasise the role of Kailash as the 
protector of women. As we have noted earlier (Chapter III), Sailes Bhagat with the help of 
his friend Chhachhan Dorn had liberated nine hundred brides from the captivity of Raja 
Kanak Singh Kailash too was known for protecting the females of diara from the lustful 
gaze of the landed elites. In addition to the mythological elements that firmly ground the 
ballad in the social territory of diara, the ballad also makes use of symbols taken from the 
physical niche of diara. Bird-catcher, eagles, crows, vultures, pigeons and mynas are 
important symbols used in this ballad to narrate a glorious phase of the Gangota past. The 
local Palash tree figures in the ballad as the symbol o f change in the dominant social order. 
In his dialogue with his wife, Kailash promises that he would bring the flowers of Palash 
which everybody would use for dying clothes. It symbolises prosperity and happiness as 
Kailash promises that he would not only bring the flowers of Palash but also its season, i.e., 
spring, which would make everybody happy. As he says to his wife:
The forest of Palash which you saw in your dream has made me restless.
I am going to bring flowers of Palash that you will put in your hair.
With its colour, you will paint your toes.
I will also bring the season of Palash (Spring) with its flowers.
In every house it (Palash) will bloom, making everyone rejoice.
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After the completion of this dialogue, Kailash rode his horse and disappeared in the 
jungle of Palash, which symbolises his entry into the domain of rebellion. Disappearance 
from the public eye, which is noted in police records as “absconding”, is the prelude to the 
announcement of rebellion. While underground the rebel makes necessary preparations to 
match the strength of the enemy, as reflects in When he came back from  the forest with 
magical powers (arms and men), the entire diara echoed with his voice. Other symbols may 
be interpreted with the help of the following rearrangement:
Landlord Serv ants and lathaits  of 
landlord
Gangotas
Bird-catcher {who catches pigeons, 
parrots and mynas in his net}
Pigeons, parrots and 
mynas
Demon {anti-human, mythological 
evil}
Ghosts and vampires 
{associates o f the demon}
Children o f Ganga
Eagle {a bird o f prey which kills 
pigeons, parrots and mynas}
Vultures and crows 
{scavengers who wait for 
the birds o f prey to make a 
kill and then eat the 
leftovers}
King in the previous life {the ex- 
zamindar, who exploited Gangota 
cultivators},who has jewels {the 
fruits o f labour o f Gangota 
cultivators} in his belly
As illustrated above, the metaphors of the ballad signify mainly three social categories 
- the landlord, his servants and Gangotas. The differentiation between the first and second 
categories corresponds to social reality, since Kailash encountered mostly the employees of 
the landed elites, who rarely visited diara themselves. In the first six Sections of the ballad, 
the class of landlord (and also panidar) has been symbolised by the bird-catcher, the enemy 
of Gangotas. It is worth mentioning here that the profession of bird-catching is not regarded 
highly by the inhabitants of diara. A bird-catcher uses a net to catch birds like pigeons, 
parrots and mynas. Pigeons are sold as meat, while the other two as pets kept in cages, a 
symbol of bondage. There are various reasons for the popular dislike for the bird-catchers. 
As there is no special effort involved in the job, it is considered to be the livelihood of a lazy 
person who does not want to engage in physical labour. Also, these birds are considered by
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the local residents to be simple and harmless species that should be protected Furthermore, 
the use of a net is interpreted as cunning. In the perception of the dicira community, all the 
attributes of a bird-catcher are present in a landlord, who does not engage in any physical 
labour and exploits the simple cultivators by using cunning. In fact, Sukhraj Rai, the late 
zamindar of Shankarpur, is remembered as the most cunning landlord, who manipulated 
legal loopholes and the simplicity of Gangotas, represented by pigeons, parrots and myna, to 
appropriate their holdings.
In the last four Sections, demons have been introduced to represent the landlords. 
When using force to suppress rebellion, landlords, who are otherwise cunning and deceptive 
like the bird-catcher, resemble demons. In Section VII, the demon invades diara with a force 
of ghosts, monsters and vampires. Demons are feared by the local people, since they are 
believed to be anti-human and mythologically evil. The antagonism between the gods and 
demons, which covers a considerable proportion of Brahmanic mythology, has been used 
here to rationalise the collective use of force by Gangotas. By depicting the landlord as a 
demon, while claiming Gangotas to be the children of the sacred Ganga, the ballad reverts 
the political strategy of the Brahmanic religious order by using the same mythological 
weapon. The ritually superior zamindar, whose dominance is rationalised by the Brahmanic 
discourse, has been depicted as the evil that causes misery to Mother Ganga. The portrayal 
of the landlord as the evil demon is also reinforced by the narration of the invasion by the 
forces of the demon, when Kailash and his companions were engaged in the performance of 
a religious ritual to Bisu Baba. The anti-religious image of demons largely derives from their 
depiction in Ramayana as disturbing the performance of religious rituals This role has been 
reversed in the ballad, where Kailash has been depicted as a religious person and the 
landlord as the evil demon.
Another significant attribute of the ballad rests in its depiction of the specific structure 
of the agrarian society. As is clearly reflected, not only does the landlord find mention in the 
ballad, but also his employees and associates. Monsters, ghosts and blood-sucking vampires 
have been used to symbolise this category mainly because of its significant role in enforcing
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and maintaining the coercive dominance of the landed elites. In the battle between the forces 
of Kailash and those of the landlord, the demon and his associates turned into birds. While 
the demon became an eagle, his associates turned into crows and vultures. Here we find the 
hierarchy of power symbolised by the hierarchy of birds, since eagle is the bird of prey, 
whereas vultures and crows are scavengers. Like the servants of the landlord, these 
scavenger birds survive on the leftovers of the killers.
The key to the symbolism of the ballad is revealed at the point at which Kailash is 
informed by Bisu Baba that the demons were kings in their past life and they carried jewels 
in their bellies. The past life o f the demons, rather than having any mythological connotation, 
refers to the system of zamindari, which was abolished during the 1950s. Its abolition, 
however, did not affect the wealth that had been amassed by the landlords during the 
zamindari period or their past life. It is this wealth that the demons or the ex-zamindars had 
stored in their bellies. The jewels symbolise the fruits of labour of the diara cultivators, as 
Ganga complains (in Section II), All the diamonds o f my children ’s labour are looted by the 
cruel bird-catcher. The killing of the demon and his associates results in the inversion of the 
agrarian structure, as may be clearly seen in the following lines:
The poor of diara filled  their courtyards with the loot.
The fate of the poor changed, each of whom could burn four lamps at the door.
In the houses of the rich there is darkness even during the day.
The oppressed of ages who were unprotected now rejoice to have Kailash.
They stroll fearlessly like tigers in the den of the bird-catcher.
The fate of the labourers has taken a turn as gold showers on their houses.
They occupy the houses of the rich forcibly.
Kailash turned everything upside down.
Goat kids chase the butcher who is scared of their horns.
In the house of the poor there is only Phagun (Spring) while Jeth (scorching heat)
resides in the house of the rich.
The above lines, which describe the reversal of the normal order of things in the 
agrarian society, suffer from a grammatical error. The forms of verb (italicised) have not 
corresponded to the rules o f tense in the above quoted piece, and as a consequence, we find 
the use of present tense while an event of the past is being narrated. Rather than a mistake, it 
seems to have been deliberately done to prevent the moment of glory to pass into history.
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When considered with the fact that in the description of the effects of the inversion all the 
Gangota villages have been mentioned by name, the violation of grammatical rule seems to 
be necessary to facilitate the social call for the maintenance of momentum of the rebellion 
initiated by Kailash. The ballad is in opposition to the official description of this rebellion as 
crime It refutes the designation of Kailash as criminal in the legal discourse, and, in the same 
instance, by portraying him as the son of Ganga, attempts to generate an antagonism 
between the elements of the dominant religious ideology and the rule of law. Although it is 
difficult to ascertain the outcome of this attempt, there is little doubt in the fact that this 
ballad encourages the diara community to rebel, as is reflected in the final lines that predict 
the birth of many more individuals like Kailash in future. The recurrence of Kailash implies 
the recurrence of inversion, and, in this sense, the ballad is an exercise in popular 
historiography, which preserves the knowledge of the past in a manner that not only 
maintains its contemporary relevance but also allows it to shape the making of history in the 
future.
To conclude, the Gangota use of collective violence is accompanied with the use of 
words to express their defiance, the frequency and volume of the latter being much greater 
than the former. Words are used not only in the generation of counter-discourses but also in 
the rationalisation of the collective acts of protest. Although the field of verbalisation, for 
both dominance and resistance, is provided by Angika, the local language, the rules and 
procedures governing the generation o f discourses are controlled by the local elites to such 
an extent that the speech of Gangota, identified as sudar boli by the members of high castes, 
is considered only a distorted form of standard Angika, known as babnan boli. As the 
narratives o f diara neither fulfil the elitist linguistic criteria of discourse nor conform to the 
goals of social conduct (.samajik achar), they are largely excluded from the representative 
discourses of standard Angika. The verbalisation o f resistance does occur, but not always in 
an overt form. As our analysis has shown, the degree of the overtness of verbal protest is 
inversely related to the spatial distribution o f linguistic domination. In situations marked by 
the absolute elitist control, the resistance may express through silence, especially when it 
violates the norms of interaction. As we saw in the brief exchange between a Gangota
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cultivator and his moneylender, the resistance of the former expressed in the deliberate 
absence of greetings (parnam). Similarly, the defiance of Gangota labourer to his landlord is 
reflected simply in the refusal of the former to speak to his malik In the discourses o f the 
Gangota slums of Bhagalpur, the defiance to the authority of babuan is generally hidden 
beneath the rubric of ambiguity. As we have seen in the Gangota song addressed to the local 
elites, the message of the narrative may either be interpreted as a meek request or a warning. 
Finally, it is in the discourses of diara that the verbalisation of resistance acquires its most 
overt, and, hence, the purest form. Diro Dev, the ballad dedicated to Kailash Mandal, 
reflects the Gangota understanding of their past that differs significantly from the official 
perspective. In opposition to the officially constructed image of Kailash as criminal, the 
ballad establishes him as the god of diara. The rationale for the rebellion of Kailash has been 
derived in the ballad from the same elements of Brahmanic mythology that were originally 
intended to justify the inferior social status of Gangotas. The ballad represents a significant 
attribute o f the manner in which the Gangota past is preserved in mythological narratives. 
The knowledge of past is not only used to rationalise the collective acts of defiance of 
Gangotas in the present, but also plays an active role in shaping the consciousness of the 
coming generation, the rebels of the future.
V. Poltis and Politics: Violence and Modern Politics
. poltis ro matha hamarasini kene chhai ? E apnesini ro rojgar chho.
[Where would we get brains for poltis (politics) ? It is a profession for people like you]
- A Gangota cultivator to his moneylender
“The Indian National Movement is obviously not a labour or proletarian movement. It is a bourgeois 
movement, as its very name implies, and its objective so far has been, not a change of the social order, but 
political independence.”
________________________________________________________________________________- Jawaharlal Nehru 1
If the collective use of force by Gangotas is not crime, then why has it failed to acquire 
the status of a political movement ? Now we are in a position to address this central 
question. The existence o f a political element in the allegedly criminal acts o f Gangotas is 
difficult to prove for two reasons: firstly, the political nature of these acts has been negated 
in colonial (and post-colonial) discourses at large, and secondly, even Gangotas, as reflected 
in the first o f the above quoted statements, reject their having anything to do with politics, or 
poltis, as they pronounce it. As for the first reason, the generation of discourses in colonial 
period was in strict accordance with certain procedures and parameters that were either 
directly enforced by means of censorship or indirectly persuaded by the dominant social 
norms. As a consequence, what was processed and designated as crime lay beyond the 
domain o f discourse. The power to investigate, process, designate and review crime was 
vested in the modem civil state, which was both exterior and elitist to the colonised. It was 
exterior since it had its basis in the English political thought and elitist as it was introduced 
by the rulers without the consent of the ruled. More than anything, the introduction of this 
new political structure effected a re-articulation of the political sphere of the colonised 
society into two anti-thetical domains, namely the elite domain of modem politics and the 
mass domain of agrarian politics. It is hardly a matter of contemplation that both these 
domains of Indian polity had a relationship of mutual rejection, and, to a great extent, the
1 Jawaharlal Nehru, An Autobiography, New Delhi: Publication Division, 1982 edition, p.366. 
(emphasis original).
colonial social formation was marked by the violent interaction between the two. It was 
precisely in this political conflict that the colonial state declared all the acts of violent 
resistance to be illegal, and, consequently, the collective protest of Gangotas came to be 
presented as crime, an act devoid of any political content.
Although the leaders of the Indian National Congress opposed colonial rule, they were 
in complete agreement with the parameters and procedures of the modern domain of politics 
introduced by the latter. They had immense faith in the English political ideology, in its rule 
of law and in its moral content. Although they condemned the colonial state for the 
‘miscarriage o f justice’ and ‘discriminatory application of law’, they never affronted the 
ideology that governed this rule of law. The unquestioned commitment of the nationalist 
politicians to the elite domain of modem politics became significantly evident when the 
structure, procedures and elements of the colonial administration were, with certain 
modifications, adopted by the post-colonial state. It is in this colonial inheritance, as we 
would see, that the depoliticised description of the Gangota violence rests. The interaction 
between these two domains of politics and their respective strategies is the prime concern of 
our analysis in the present chapter.
1. A Ruptured Polity
In the linguistic usages of diara the term politics or poltis has a double connotation. 
Normally, it refers to the activities of individuals who aspire for electoral success to obtain 
the seat o f power. In the second sense, it signifies an unscrupulous activity, cunning or 
deceit. For example, Poltis karbain hamara sein? (Will you do politics with me?) is an 
expression o f threat that would mean Don 7 be cunning with me, whereas in the statement 
Where would we get brains for poltis? It is a profession for people like you, the term poltis 
has been used with a deliberate ambiguity, which could either mean the profession of 
politicians or, what is more likely, the cunning o f the moneylender. The two connotations of 
the term are closely linked as, according to the belief of Gangotas, politicians are 
unscrupulous. Sparingly, the statement should be read as an expression of the alienation of
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Gangotas from poltis, the elitist liberal domain of electoral politics marked by cunning and 
deceit. Inscribed in this expression of alienation is the failure of the modern civil state to 
integrate subordinate communities like Gangotas in its domain. More significantly, this 
expression also contains a moment of past, a moment that registered the introduction of the 
modern state by the colonial rule, and thereby a rupture in the political domain of the 
country.
The contemporary political structure of India, rather than being a product of the 
collective willingness of its masses, owes its existence to colonial rule. The foundations of 
the modern state were laid in 1765, when the East India Company, which had apparently 
been a trading institution until then, took over the Dewani or the revenue administration of 
Bengal This dual role of Dewan and merchant made it inevitable for the Company to 
introduce a new juro-political structure, the most significant constituent of which was a 
bureaucracy. The administration o f land-revenue was not an easy task considering the vast 
area of the province which included Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. Moreover, the newly 
appointed district officials knew nothing about the cultural practices of the territories they 
administered 2 Their inability to comprehend the mechanism of a vast culture-complex was 
often expressed in complaints about “the collusive chicanery of native agents, in withholding 
official intelligence from their new masters, and fraudulently converting the use of such 
knowledge, to their own private emolument at the public expense.”3 The failure of the 
administrators of the Company to achieve voluntary cooperation of the native agents led the 
former to resort to coercion. The general use of force by the district officials corresponded 
with its rationalisation at the highest level of administration. The revenue administration in
2 As Guha writes, “They knew nothing about the agrarian system of India. For most of the English 
officers sent out to the districts to manage the collection of revenues, it was a journey into the unknown 
in more than one sense. At every step they came up against quasi-feudal rights and obligations which 
defied any attempt at interpretation in familiar western terms. The hieroglyphics of Persian estate- 
accounts baffled them. It was only a part of the difficulty that they could not easily master the 
languages in which the ancient and medieval texts relating to the laws of property were written; for 
tradition recorded only in memory and customs embedded in a variety of local usages wielded an 
authority equal to that of any written code.” See, Ranajit Guha, A Rule o f Property for Bengal,
Calcutta: Orient Longman, 1982, p.13.
3 Quoted by Ranajit Guha, An Indian Historiography o f India : A Nineteenth-Century Agenda and its 
Implications, Calcutta: Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, 1988, p.5
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the region of Bihar was specially marked for this application of the sword As early as 1767, 
the Select Committee declared, “The Behar revenues are not to be collected without a force 
in the several purgannahs. . .Nothing but force can ensure the receipts of the revenues, the 
methods of collecting them being different from those in Bengal ”4
However, the changes introduced by the colonial rule were neither intelligible nor 
acceptable to the colonised population. As was imminent, the colonial state had to face 
popular resistance that ranged from the refusal of native informants to part with the 
knowledge of indigenous cultural practices to full-fledged violent revolts. The smooth 
running of the colonial apparatus required suppression of this resistance by coercion, and the 
application of force, to which the colonial rule owed its establishment, became necessary for 
its maintenance as well. This reliance upon force remained the most essential characteristic 
of the British rule during its entire longevity.5 However, it was not the use of the sword that 
distinguished the colonial regime from its feudal predecessors, but the specificity of its 
ideological rationalisation. Legitimacy to the colonial rule could come only through the 
establishment of a hegemony or ideological dominance, which involved the attempt to 
establish a series of ideological distinctions, in all of which the concept of rule of law held a 
significant position.
Distinction between the Raj and the pre-British feudal political order was the first of 
this series and came to constitute the prologue of the colonialist narratives of the Raj. It is 
more than a coincidence that most of the colonialist historical writings of India have an
4 Select Committee, 27 March 1767, Document No. 969, in M. P. Saha (ed.) James Long:
Unpublished Records o f the Government, Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1973, pp.687-8. (emphasis mine)
5 Analysing the role of police in the maintenance of colonial order, Arnold has noted, "Behind the 
belief that a periodic assertion of force was beneficial for the general maintenance of colonial control, 
there lay a persistent fear that the government acted promptly and forcefully to quell even minor 
outbreaks of violence, its authority would suffer. Violence unchecked in one place would be a signal for 
wider defiance of colonial rule. This reflected both a colonial assumption that the Indian society was 
basically so anarchic that a frequent display of superior might was necessary to hold it down, and an 
underlying sense of the insecurity in a regime which knew that, in the last resort, it had little but its 
own armed strength to fall back on. It was accordingly thought safer to use too much force rather than 
too little.” See, David Arnold, Police Power and Colonial Rule, Madras, 1859-1947, Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1986, p. 121.
introductory chapter dedicated to the description of the insecurity of life and property of the 
people in pre-British India, the highways infested with thugs and dacoits, the despotism of 
Mughal monarchy and how the colonial rule successfully established a much superior form 
of administration by introducing rule of law in the subcontinent. John William Kaye’s The 
Administration o f the East India Company can be taken as an example of such colonial 
writings. The narrative of colonial achievements in this book is preceded by a description of 
the Mughal administration, which is held responsible not only for the pathetic condition of 
the country under its own regime but also for the evils that were prevalent in India a century 
later: “Under such a despotism, the people could not have been prosperous or happy. There 
was no security for life or property. The luxurious selfishness of the Emperors depressed and 
enfeebled the people. It could not be otherwise. The country, indeed, is still prostrated by 
that great curse of Mogul tyranny. It has never recovered from the corrupting influences of 
the slavish fear which that great domination engendered. India owes the confirmed 
debasement of her morals, no less than her mosques and cenotaphs, to the Moguls.” 6 In 
contrast to this, the author assigns the establishment of colonial rule a great distinction, as 
“the entire internal management o f the country under our rule was regulated by a code of 
written laws, intended to confer upon the natives of India the benefits of as much European 
wisdom and benevolence as was compatible with a due regard for the character of native 
institutions.” 7
Another domain subjected to the application of this colonial strategy of distinction was 
the social organisation of the indigenous population itself. In the colonialist reading, the 
indigenous society did not constitute any homogenous structural whole. Differentiation 
based on religion, ethnicity, caste, language, etc. was integrated into the colonialist discourse 
to identify the conquered society as constituting numerous and, quite often, antagonistic 
communities.8 Rule of law was especially functional in this regard, since it was with this tool
6 John William Kaye, The Administration o f the East India Company, p.50.
7 ibid., p.5.
8 It is not implied here that such cultural categories did not exist in the pre-British Indian society, but 
their emphasised significance in the colonial discourse manifests the colonial attempt to construct 
ideological differentiation in the native society.
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that the colonialist could identify and isolate its enemies from the rest of the society. At its 
very inception, the colonial rule introduced terms like ‘hereditary robbers’ and ‘criminals by 
birth’, to identify that section of the colonised population that demonstrated complete 
disregard for the alien order. As suggested by its extensive application that marked the entire 
span of colonial rule in India, the label of criminality held the most significant position 
among the ideological categories introduced by the colonial regime to differentiate the 
colonised population. To enable the effective implementation of this design, the generation 
of discourses narrating the antiquity of collective crime in India was synchronised with the 
successive introduction of various Acts for the administration of criminal justice. When the 
Dacoity [Suppression] Act, 1843 failed to contain ‘the dangerous castes and tribes’, the 
colonial state promulgated the Criminal Tribes Act, 1871. Communities subjected to the 
latter were described as ‘hereditary’, or at least ‘habitual’, criminals.9 The restrictions on 
physical mobility and association, combined with constant surveillance, were intended not 
only for the maintenance of colonial control over these people, but also for their ideological 
separation from the general colonised society.10
The most indispensable ideological distinction for the perpetuation of colonial rule, 
however, was to be forged between the coloniser and the colonised. In the colonial 
discourse, the conquest of India was not attributed solely to the use of force, but rather was 
explained in terms of superiority - cultural, racial, moral, etc. - o f the coloniser over the 
colonised. To fulfil this task, the colonial pundits devoted extraordinary efforts to create a 
specialised body of knowledge that was not only designed to decode the intricately 
convoluted indigenous social structure but also to provide grounds for distinguishing the
9 Anand A. Yang, “Dangerous Castes and Tribes: The Criminal Tribes Act and the Magahiya Doms 
of North-East India”, in Anand A. Yang (ed.) Crime and Criminality in India, Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1985, pp. 108-27, particularly pp. 109-16.
10 The construction of physical and territorial divisions on the basis of ideological categories was an 
integral part of the colonial policy as evident in the creation of a separate administrative district of 
Santhal Pargana (vide Act XXXVIII of 1855) out of the old district of Bhagalpur following the 
Santhal Uprising of 1850s [P. C. Roy Chaudhury, Bihar District Gazetteers: Bhagalpur, Patna: Govt, of 
Bihar, 1962, pp.64-8], to isolate the rebellious community of Santhals. And to take another example, 
the partition of Bengal in 1905 on the basis of religion was a similar attempt where physical separation 
was supposed to enforce the division of social identities. See, Sumit Sarkar, Modern India, London: 
Macmillan, 1989 edition, pp. 106-7
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ruler from the ruled. This intellectual product of colonialism, also known as Orientalism, 
exerted such a great impact on social research in general that even after the lapse of a few 
centuries, the distinction between Homo hierarchicus and Homo equalis continues to find a 
significant place in anthropological curriculum . 11 Rule of law played an important role in 
reinforcing this distinction, since in addition to being an effective instrument for the 
enforcement of British authority, it was also an object of colonial pride. Its benevolence was 
limited in India, as the colonialist rationalised, not because rule of law was an instrument of 
colonial domination, rather because of its compatibility with ‘a due (colonial) regard for the 
character of native institutions’. It was hoped that under the efficient administration of the 
Raj at some future stage of development the natives would be able to enjoy the full benefits 
of rule of law. The very fact that it was a product o f European wisdom, rule of law came to 
reify the distance between the colonial masters and the native subjects. At the same time, it 
was also the very distinction due to which the colonial attempt to establish hegemony failed. 
It was impossible that an ideology, i.e., rule of law, would serve as both - as a mode o f the 
universalisation of the culture of rulers as well as that of distinguishing the rulers from the 
ruled - in the same instance. Hence, hegemony of the Raj was not only an historic failure12 
but a logical impossibility as well, a colonial project which died of its internal ideological 
contradictions.
The unsuccessful colonial strategy of political universalisation led to the failure of 
modem politics to integrate the colonised masses in its domain, and hence, the colonial 
polity remained split into the domains o f elite and mass politics. At the ideological level, the
11 The relationship of mutual dependence of the growth of colonialism and the discipline of 
Anthropology in India is evident in the fact that most of the early anthropologists and historians, e g. 
Risley, Grierson, Hunter, Elwin etc. were also colonial officials.
12 Ranajit Guha attributes the failure of colonial rule to establish its hegemony to a disjunction that 
existed between the ideology of rule of law and its application in India and consequently, it was sheer 
force which enabled the maintenance of colonial domination. To quote him, “The nature of the state it 
[colonialism] had created by the sword made this historically necessary. The colonial state in India did 
not originate from the activity of Indian society itself. No moment in that society's internal dynamics 
was involved in the imposition of the alien authority structure which provided the process of state 
formation both with its primary impulse and the means of its actualization.” See, his “Dominance 
without Hegemony and its Historiography”, in Ranajit Guha (ed.) Subaltern Studies, vol. vi, Delhi: 
Oxford, 1989, p.274
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modes and identities chosen by the colonial ideologues to prove the superiority of the 
colonial authority created a strong barrier between the two domains. By the very fact that 
the principles, ideologies, symbols and procedures of the new politics were exterior, they 
were incomprehensible, and hence unacceptable to the colonised masses. Another factor 
which reinforced the gulf between the subjugated masses and the colonial state was the 
nature of the political practice of the latter itself. In spite of the fact that the colonial regime 
had its ideological basis in the English political thought, at the level of practice it defied any 
attempt of comparison with the liberal state which governed the British isles Rule of law 
was a rhetoric that facilitated colonial rule with the excuse of its use of force to establish, 
maintain and expand its sphere of dominance. It is not difficult to understand why the 
colonised subordinate communities like Gangotas failed to appreciate this product of 
western wisdom. In their perception, there was hardly anything just in the colonial justice. 
Their interpretation of this political cliche was based on their experience with the colonial 
rule of law. As we gather from the colonial reports, Warren Hastings, the Governor (and 
later the first Governor General) of Bengal personally led an expedition to suppress the 
‘hereditary criminals’ inhabiting the ‘villages up the Ganges’ .13
The frequent application of force to maintain colonial control was accompanied by the 
theatrical spectacle of justice that became a common feature of the Indian court-rooms in the 
twentieth century. One o f such occasions, which made the discriminatory nature of colonial 
rule of law clearly evident, was the trial of Sonbarsa Murder Case. On 26th of February 
1921, in an official letter to the Secretary, Home Department, Government of India, the 
Chief Secretary, Bihar and Orissa reported “the occurrence of a very serious riot in the 
Bhagalpur district”14, which involved a clash between the Gurkha servants of Mr. Harry 
Grant and his raiyats of Sonbarsa, a diara village, which, like Shankarpur, formed a part of 
his zamindari estate. The trouble started when on 2 February 1921, some five hundred 
tenants of Sonbarsa village attacked Gurkha servants of Grant, who went to this village
13 Kaye, op.cit., p.382.
14 Home Department (Poll.) N o.315/1922, National Archives of India (henceforth NAI), New Delhi. I 
am grateful to Stephen Henningham who lent me a copy of this file. Also see his Peasant Movement in 
Colonial India, North Bihar 1917-1942, Canberra: ANU, 1982, pp.50-5.
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apparently to protect the crops of their master. The incident was extraordinary in more than 
one sense. The use of collective violence by the diara community has always been a matter 
of concern for the district administration, but in this case the sheer magnitude of violence 
made it inevitable that an official investigation of the highest order would take place. 
Moreover, the fact that the target of violence was not an ordinary native but a British 
indigo-planter attracted utmost attention of the colonial administration. It was only a further 
addition to the sensitiveness of the matter that ex-army Gurkahs were involved in this riot. 
The presence o f Gurkhas in the hinterland diara was itself a surprise, which has been 
explained in the official report on the Sonbarsa incident. Grant had hired thirty-seven 
Gurkhas, who were relieved from their military service in Lucknow. On the night o f 1 
February 1921, accompanied by an army sergeant, they boarded the train for Narayanpur 
(the railway station on the estate of Grant). The very next day after their arrival in 
Narayanpur, the Gurkhas escorted by two servants of Mr. Grant, were sent to Sonbarsa. As 
soon as they reached Sonbarsa diara they were attacked by a mob of five hundred men 
armed with clubs, spears, swords etc. The fight was obviously one sided as evident from the 
fact that seven Gurkhas were killed, fourteen were missing (presumed dead) and twelve 
were grievously injured. The local police instituted a case under Sections 148 (rioting with 
deadly weapons), 395 (dacoity) and 302 (murder) of the Indian Penal Code against the 
tenants who attacked the Gurkhas The Gurkhas were charged under Sections 143 (joining 
an unlawful assembly), 144 (joining an unlawful assembly armed with deadly weapons) and 
158 (being hired to take part in an unlawful assembly) o f the same Code, and Mr Harry and 
Norman Grant and their manager Mr. Antonini were charged under Sections 150 (hiring of 
persons to join an unlawful assembly), 153 (intently provocating a riot) and 157 (knowingly 
harbouring persons hired for an unlawful assembly).15 Despite the official attempt to portray 
this incident as a matter pertaining to criminal justice, the political nature o f the agrarian 
resistance inscribed in the collective use of force by the tenants could not be negated. The 
main charges levelled against the Sonbarsa raiyats included riot, dacoity and murder. The 
first two of these offences, as we have seen in the earlier part of this thesis, were
15 Report of the Special Branch, Enclosure 3, “Note on Sonbarsa” ibid.
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incorporated into the Indian Penal Code to rationalise suppression of any violent collective 
act that posed a threat to the colonial order. The portrayal of collective protest as crime was 
an indispensable strategy of the colonial state, evident in the use of the phrase five or more 
to assign uniqueness to the offences of riot and dacoity. In the specific instance, however, 
there were more than five hundred people who participated in this violent incident. “What 
became famous as the Sonbarsa Murder Case” according to one of the participants, “was 
nothing but a hanseri, which created uproar only because it was [directed] against a white 
zamindar.” 16 As we have noted earlier, the local term hanseri connotes a collective act to 
assert claim to a piece of land by forcibly harvesting its crop, the site and moment of the 
occurrence being known to everybody in advance. According to this definition, the Sonbarsa 
incident was definitely a hanseri since the date for the test of strength was set a pakh 
(fortnight) before . 17 The local authorities must have overlooked this fact, since nowhere in 
the report is it explained why a ‘mob’ of five hundred raiyats was already present and 
waiting when the Gurkhas reached the site of occurrence. The Gangota participant claimed 
that Grant was well aware o f this hanseri and that that is why he deployed Gurkhas in order 
to intimidate the rebelling raiyats, since his amlas had proved to be completely ineffective to 
achieve this objective. Perhaps, this explains why the Gurkhas were immediately taken to 
Sonbarsa, after their arrival in Narayanpur - a fact never dealt with by the official 
investigation.
Also, contrary to the official report, not all the participants of the incident were 
Bhumihars or belonged to the village of Sonbarsa. Many of them were Gangotas and Binds 
and came from villages other than Sonbarsa (e g., Shankarpur, Lodhipur etc ). One attribute 
commonly shared by the participants of this incident was that all of them came from the 
villages territorially specific to diara, and which constituted the estate of Grant. Hence, the 
spatial unity that provided the participants with the solidarity for the collective action, 
included the convergence of both the physical space (of diara) and the social space (since all 
the participants were subjected to a common oppressor). Moreover, the extraordinary
16 Bisnath Mandal. a Gangota elder of Shankarpur
17 ibid.
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concern demonstrated by the colonial state did not leave any doubts about the political 
significance of the Sonbarsa incident .18
Most important of all, the conflict was a product of the relations of domination that 
existed between Grant and his tenants, and it was precisely this attribute which made the 
incident essentially political. Like numerous other instances of agrarian resistance in the 
region, the Sonbarsa incident had its roots in the zamindari system, which was particularly 
oppressive on indigo-estates. During the early nineteenth century, a large number of 
Europeans were attracted to the fertile plains of North Bihar, which were particularly 
suitable for the cultivation of indigo. The lucrativeness of the business was heightened by the 
fact that the existence of the zamindari system facilitated the supply of free labour.19 
Originally, Grant belonged to this class of indigo-planters but the decline in the prices of 
indigo following the invention of industrial dye, led him to shift his attention to extraction 
from raiyats. The intensity of the exploitation of the raiyats of Grant was enhanced by the 
fact that they were the only source o f revenue, and therefore had to bear the burden of the 
conspicuous consumption associated with the life-style of indigo planters. This explains why, 
in spite o f the legal and extra-legal extortions from the tenants, Grant remained in debt, and 
it was only a logical consequence that he had to sell his estate in parts during the late 1920s. 
His estate of Shankarpur was sold to Sukhraj Rai, a moneylender who had been lending him 
large sums.
As for the agrarian relations on the estate of Grant, they were always exploitative. 
Even the district administration recognised that “the rent in Mr. Grant's elaka [area] is 
already higher than that prevailing in those o f neighbouring zamindaris.”20 He also enhanced
18 After a few days of the incident, the Chief Secretary of Bihar & Orissa paid a visit to the estate of 
Grant, which was unusual for the chief administrative official of the province. The Home Dept., Govt, 
of India sent briefings to its emissaries in foreign countries.
19 The oppression on indigo-estates fuelled many agrarian movements in the twentieth century Bihar. 
Tinkathia system, under which the raiyats were forced to cultivate indigo on 15 per cent of their land 
and for which they did not receive any payment from the planter-zamindar, was a major issue in these 
movements.
20 “Note on Sonbarsa”, Home Dept.(Poll.) No.315/1922, para 5.
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rents every nine years in contravention of the Section 29 of the Bengal Tenancy Act.21 In 
addition, he was collecting illegal abwabs (cesses). The raiyats were supposed to supply free 
bhusa (husk or fodder), oil (mustard oil) at the rate of 5 seers per rupee, ghee at the rate of 
one seer and a half per rupee and goat at the rate of four annas (one fourth of a rupee) per 
head, almost one fourth of the price then prevailing 22 Illegal cesses constituted only one of 
the extortionary measures employed by Grant, who also altered the value of the local unit of 
measurement of land. It was pointed out in an official report that the lagga (the local unit for 
measuring land) on Mr. Grant's estate was six cubits, whereas the traditional value which 
was followed everywhere in the region was six and a half cubits.23 As a consequence, the 
raiyats of Mr. Grant were forced to pay 8.33% extra rent only on account of the alteration 
in the measuring unit. This practice was perceived as cheating by his Gangota raiyats, as one 
of them remembered Grant as a village bania who cheats in weights while selling goods to 
the rural people.
Insofar as the identification of different avenues for generating profit from a zamindari 
estate is concerned, the practices on the estate of Grant proved to be par excellence since no 
other zamindar could think of adopting methods that existed on the former’s estate One of 
such practices involved taking advantage of the geographical nature of diara lands. As we 
have seen earlier, the changes in the course of the river Ganga result in the immersion of 
many land-holdings, which re-appear from the river only after ten or twenty years. The 
newly emerged lands take a few years to become fit for cultivation, though these provide 
good pastures for grazing cattle. According to the traditional practice, these lands, after 
becoming fit for cultivation, were re-settled with the original tenants. However, this 
convention was severely flouted on the estate of Grant, who refused to make any 
considerations for the original cultivators. Instead, the newly emerged lands were settled 
with the people who agreed to pay the enhanced rent. As an official report described, “when 
the land reappears and becomes fit for cultivation, the concern [Grant's estate] settles the
21 Enclosure 2, ib id , para. 1
22 ibid., para 7
23 Note on Sonbarsa, ibid., para 5.
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land with the raiyat on a salami o f Re 1/- per bigha but on an enhanced rent which is usually 
double the village rate, i.e. Rs 6/- in place of Rs. 3/-.”24 In 1918, about 600 bighas of diara 
land became fit for cultivation in Sonbarsa, which Grant decided to settle at an enhanced 
rent of Rs. 6/- per bigha. This rent demand was unacceptable to the Sonbarsa raiyats, who 
were ready to pay only Rs. 3/- a bigha, the prevailing rate for such holdings in other areas. 
Consequently, the above mentioned 600 bighas were settled with the outside tenants, most 
of whom belonged to the diara village of Gauripur25 This settlement did not mark the end 
of the dispute, rather its beginning as on three occasions in successive years the district 
authorities had to enforce prohibitive orders under Sections 144, 177 and 107 of the 
Criminal Procedure Code.26 As pointed out by a colonial official in, this was ‘a tactical 
blunder’ which contributed further to the agrarian discontent among Sonbarsa tenants.
The prevalence of adverse agrarian relations on the estate of Grant was also reflected 
in the various criminal charges levelled against the raiyats o f Grant. In 1919, some tenants 
were apprehended by the servants o f Mr. Grant on the pretext of cutting grass from the land 
of the estate. In a protected trial all these raiyats were convicted under Section 379 (theft) 
of the Indian Penal Code. Four of them were sent to prison and the rest were fined.27 A 
similar incident of theft o f plants from Mr. Grant's land was reported in 1920, but the 
accused were acquitted by the court.28 In the same year, the servants of Mr. Grant 
confiscated 500 heads o f cattle belonging to the tenants on the pretext of trespass. This 
resulted in a scuffle between the owners of the cattle and the servants of Grant. Charges 
were brought against the cattle owners under Section 24 Act I of 1871 and 352 of the Indian 
Penal Code. It was revealed during the trial that the accused were taking their cattle to the 
river through a tract of jungle preserved by Mr. Grant. Although the cattle owners were
24 ibid., para 2.
25 ibid., para 3. This was also corroborated by Bisnath Mandal.
26 While Section 144 deals with the imposition of prohibitory order in anticipation of a breach of 
peace, Section 177 is concerned with the criminal proceedings and Section 107 requires a person to 
sign a bond for the maintenance of order. See, The Code o f Criminal Procedure, 1973 (Act II of 1974)
27 G.R.No. 1230 of 1919, quoted in ibid., para 9
28 G.R.No. 587 of 1920, quoted in ibid., para 9(2)
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acquitted on the first charge since they did not know that the jungle was preserved, on the 
second one (the charge of assault) they were convicted.29 In another incident a few tenants 
were charged with damaging crops of a land of Mr. Grant, who had purchased it in a Civil 
Court sale, probably belonging to a rent-defaulter tenant. The accused were fined with Rs. 
25 each.30 The issue of cattle-grazing rights of the tenants figured in another legal dispute, 
when Grant sought to prohibit all the cattle of Sonbarsa from entering into diara. It is 
interesting to note here that Mr. Grant was collecting bhaisunda, a cess of half a rupee per 
head from the cattle-raising tenants primarily meant as a payment for grazing rights. The 
lawyer representing Mr Grant pleaded that the tenants should be restrained from grazing 
cattle on 2000 bighas o f land, but the court allowed the restriction to be limited to 400 
bighas31
In all the above mentioned cases, except for one, the legal structure seemed to be 
heavily loaded in favour of Grant, who always tended to present his opposing tenants as a 
threat to the maintenance of peace and order in the locality. On numerous occasions the 
district police paid visits to the diara villages, in response to the complaints lodged against 
the tenants of Grant. Given the role of police in a colonial context, it should not be difficult 
to imagine the harassment and terror experienced by the agrarian community of diara 32 The 
severe punishment attached to the offence of dacoity made it easy for the local elites in 
general and Grant in particular to produce false witnesses against the ‘trouble making 
raiyats’, as evident in the following report:
Three dacoities took place in village Bishunpur on the 7th December 1918. In the first 
information [FIR or First Information Report] no accused was named but as soon as the police 
came to the scene, Mr. Grant's men managed to put down the names of the Sonbarsa raiyats
29 Case No. 721 of 1920, ibid., para 9(3)
30 Case No. 1442 of 1920, quoted in ibid, para 9(4)
31 Misc. Case No. 45 of 1920, ibid, para 9(5)
32 One of the general modes of defence against police terror resorted to by the Gangota raiyats on the 
estate of Grant was to escape en masse to other areas. On one of such occasions, a relative of Bisnath 
Mandal while coming back from Bihpur was caught by the police. He was never seen by anybody since 
then. It was only natural that having participated in the hanseri of Sonbarsa, Bisnath Mandal went 
hiding, as he could not expect justice from the gora kanoon (white law).
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and had their houses searched It subsequently transpired from the confession of an accused in 
another dacoity case that they committed the dacoities in Bishunpur.33
In another incident, an accused in a murder case was found innocent after a police 
investigation revealed that the murder was committed by the principal complainant himself 
on behalf of Mr. G rant34 In the same report, it was also mentioned that sensational reports 
containing complaints against the raiyats were filed on behalf of Mr. Grant, though after 
investigation the police officials found these complaints to be baseless.35 Although the 
Sonbarsa report suggests that Mr. Grant attempted to falsely implicate his raiyats in 
different criminal cases and engaged in different illegal activities, there is no evidence of any 
legal action against Mr. Grant or his men, which not only makes the impartial conduct of 
colonial justice questionable, but also manifests the existence of a liaison between the 
colonial administration and the British zamindar.
It was only after the Sonbarsa incident that the district administration attempted to 
distance itself from Grant, but the judgement in the Session Court o f Bhagalpur did not 
leave it to interpretation as to whose side the colonial rule of law was on. During the trial the 
Judge (Mr Lee) went to a great extent to make the case in favour of Grant. A very basic 
legal procedure violated during this trial was that criminal courts could not (cannot) decide 
the titles of the land which was (is) the exclusive jurisdiction of Civil Law. His intention was 
clearly reflected in his rejection of the evidences of 19 witnesses with the comment that it 
was “only natural to suppose that the Babhan [Bhumihar] raiyats of one village will support 
the Babhan raiyats of the next village against a European landlord, especially at a time when 
non-cooperation and social hatred are being freely preached.”36 Criticising this attitude,
33 “Note on Sonbarsa”, para 10
34 ibid., para 10
35 Letter from the Superintendent of Police to the Collector, Bhagalpur, dt. 29 June 1920, quoted in 
ibid., para 8.
36 Quoted in the Judgement, para 21, Criminal Misc. Case No. 66/1921, “Emperor vs E. C. 
Antonini”, ibid.
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Justice Dass of the Patna High Court remarked that if this view was to be right, “then the 
European zamindar must always succeed in a case against his Babhan tenants.” 37
The accusation of the Bihar European Association of the inaction and slackness o f the 
district administration was reciprocated by the official criticism of Grant who held “moral 
culpability with respect to the unfortunate Gurkhas.” 38 However, the real explanation for 
this rupture in the relationship between the colonial administration and Grant lay elsewhere. 
By sending Gurkhas to take part in hanseri Grant had affirmed the communal code of diara, 
a code which had a relationship of mutual rejection with the colonial rule of law. The act of 
hanseri, which had the sanction of the diara community, was a criminal offence according to 
the colonial penal code. Under normal circumstances, the colonial authorities would have 
taken punitive measures to discipline the offenders, but in this instance the circumstances 
were extraordinary since not all the offenders were colonial subjects. As a consequence, the 
colonial administration was on the horns o f a dilemma, since the enforcement of colonial 
law, which was necessary for the supremacy of rule of law over the communal code of 
natives, would have resulted into the prosecution of a British subject On the other hand, a 
lenient attitude, which was needed for the exclusion of Grant from being the target of the 
colonial law, would have caused irreparable damage to the image of the latter. It was 
required for the establishment o f the colonial hegemony that rule of law be universally 
applied, but the distinction between the colonial natives and the British subjects outweighed 
the considerations of the former. It explains why all the parties involved in the incident were 
initially charged with criminal offences, but eventually all these charges were dropped, since 
the penal structure of the time and the circumstantial evidences did not leave any scope for 
the prosecution o f the raiyats alone Either both the parties had to be prosecuted, o f course 
with variant degrees of punishment, or all o f them had to be set free, and it was only the 
latter which occurred. The plea that the district police could not find sufficient evidence to 
prosecute the accused tenants was nothing more than an inevitable excuse in the light of the 
politically motivated decision to withdraw the charges against Grant and his men.
37 ibid.
38 Letter of the Chief Secretary, ibid.
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From this analysis it is clear that the Sonbarsa incident was more significant than 
being merely a murder case or a riot. In the first place, it signified a moment of victory for 
the subordinate raiyats in which the omnipotent colonial rule of law failed to establish its 
supremacy over the communal code of diara. It also reflected the somewhat general 
dilemma of the colonial regime between the universalisation of its rule of law, which was 
necessary for its urge to translate its physical dominance into hegemony, and the operation 
of distinction between the brown natives and the white gentlemen, which was practically 
inevitable for the existence of colonial domination. Most important of all, this incident 
reflected the rupture in colonial polity in which the domain of modern politics represented by 
the colonial rule of law was separate from the peasant domain of politics that was guided by 
the communal code of diara. The local articulation of domination evident in the liaison 
between the colonial regime and the landlord explains why Gangotas felt alienated from the 
ambit of modem polity.
There was, however, a section of the colonised population whose perception of the 
colonial state was different from those of the subordinate communities like Gangotas. The 
class of indigenous elites, whose political aspirations were expressed in the liberal voice of 
the Indian National Congress, did not ever doubt the superiority of modem polity Trained 
in western education, the nationalist leadership owed its political consciousness to a mode of 
thinking that was anything but Indian. Its protest against British rule was confined to 
addressing the discriminatory application of the modem political principles by the colonial 
state, but not to the principles themselves. In other words, although the nationalist leaders 
condemned the misapplication o f rule of law, they never questioned its ideological basis. As 
evident in the case of Bhagalpur, all through their movement against the Raj, the Congress 
leaders remained committed to the rational-legal principles and procedures of a political 
domain that was elitist in form as well as in content. At the ideological level their adherence 
to the principle o f non-violence led them to condemn the collective use of force by 
Gangotas. In this regard, their perception was hardly different from that of the colonial 
regime. The strength of this ideological commitment was enhanced by the fact that many of 
these Congress leaders were either zamindars themselves or were patronised by the local
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zamindars. For example, the Maharaja of Darbhanga, who had a large zamindari in the 
district, donated to the tune of Rs. 10,000 annually to the Congress since 1885. Similarly, 
the family o f Sukhraj Rai, which owned the zamindari estate of Shankarpur, extended its full 
support to the local Congress leadership. The collusion between the local zamindars and 
Congress, the ruling political party of post-independent India, often weighed heavily against 
the Gangota cultivators of Shankarpur, as the Congress leaders frequently prompted the 
local police for action against the ‘trouble-making’ raiyats. Particularly during the period 
following the legislative enactment of zamindari abolition, when most o f the landlords were 
trying to take possession of the land cultivated by raiyats, intervention of local Congress 
leaders was felt to be essential for a prompt police action to safeguard the interests of the 
former. On one of such occasions the police inspector of Nathnagar (Bhagalpur) reported:
I beg to report that on 20/6/1958 I received a telephonic message from Baldeo Babu of [the]
Congress Office, Bhagalpur to the effect that there was apprehension of [a] serious breach of 
peace over Parwal [Trichosanthes dioeca] field between Dhansu Mandal and his men on one 
side and Abhai Kumar Babu and his men on other side and both the parties have been 
collecting men and serious trouble was apprehended. Baldeo Babu also sent a letter in this 
regard...39
In this police report it is clearly evident that a local Congress leader, Baldeo Babu40, 
was taking extraordinary interest in the matter. He neither lived in the neighbourhood of the 
disputed land nor had he any interest in the land. It is also unlikely that he would have 
known or met Dhaneshar Mandal. The only source through which he could know of the 
dispute would have been Abhay Kumar Singh himself, who was a good friend of Baldeo 
Prasad Singh. Acting in good faith for his friend, Baldeo Prasad Singh tried to use his 
political position to influence the local police. Moreover, it was also an expression of elitist 
solidarity that was necessary for the maintenance o f their social dominance. It is hardly 
surprising that Gangotas failed to identify themselves with the Congress. On the contrary, in
39 Inspector of Police, Nathnagar Police Station, to the Sub-Divisional Officer, Bhagalpur (Sadar), dt. 
26 June 1958, Case No. 337/59, District Records Room, Bhagalpur.
40 My inquiries revealed that Baldeo Babu, mentioned in the above letter, must have been Baldeo 
Prasad Singh, a local landlord and also a Congress leader.
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response to a question about the change resulting from the political independence of India, 
one of them quoted a couplet from Tulsi’s Ramcharitmanas:
Hohihain koi nrip hammain ki hani 
Cheri chhor aab hokhaib rani ?41
[Whoever becomes the king is not going to make any difference.
Would I cease to be a maid and become a queen ?]
At first, the couplet appears simply to be an expression of political indifference, but an 
in depth analysis reveals more. Identification with Manthara, who utters these lines in the 
text, signifies the alienation of Gangotas from the domain of formal politics in more than one 
way. Her subaltemity does not merely emanate from the fact that she is a subject of the king. 
She is also a servant, and that too a female. Servitude and feminine gender in a patriarchal 
context enhance her inferiority, something which she does not share with the common 
subjects. The last attribute that makes her subaltemity complete, is her malevolence. She 
plays the role of a vamp, an evil maid who is opposed to the succession of Ram to the throne 
of Ayodhya, and hence to the establishment of ramraj (the rule o f Ram), the utopian social 
order of perfect harmony. The object of this textual design should not be perceived as a 
mere attempt to make the story more thrilling, rather as a propagation of patriarchal 
ideology in which femininity and servitude are necessarily associated with treachery (in this 
context with sedition) and these need to be controlled in the interest of the social good The 
infliction of punishment upon these elements as a measure of discipline is desirable, as 
rationalised elsewhere in the same text:
41 In the original text the couplet is slightly different, which may be attributed to the fact that the 
language of the text is Awadhi (spoken mainly in the Lucknow region of UP), whereas Gangotas speak 
Angika. However, this discrepancy has left the meaning intact. The original couplet is as follows:
Kou nrip hu hamahin ka haani 
Cheri chhor ab hob ki raani
[Sri Ramcharitmanas, Ayodhyakand, 15:31
Dhol, ganwar, shudra, pashu, nah 
Sakai tarana ke adhikari42
[Drums, idiots, sudra, cattle and female - all these are entitled to be beaten ]
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The analogy is quite appropriate since in the political context of agrarian Bhagalpur 
the position of Gangotas is not different from the one assigned to Manthara in the 
mythological text. Insofar as the political indifference is concerned, both Gangotas and 
Manthara maintain the same attitude towards the political authority, yet at the level of 
practice both are politically active. Despite the claim of political indifference, Manthara has 
been depicted as actively conspiring against the succession of Ram. In the context of modern 
politics, such activities would be described as crime, a term also applied to identify the 
activities of Gangotas. The text portrays Ram as a popular hero, the iconic representation of 
social morality as described by his title of maryadapurushottam (the better/superior 
of/among the men of dignity) On the other hand, the depiction of Manthara can find its 
parallel only in the reification of English witches or Indian diam , who were considered to 
be criminal by their very existence. Secretly conducted black magic and conspiration are not 
different from a dacoity committed in the dark night in the sense that the participants in all 
these events share the same awareness o f the superior strength of their adversaries, which 
cannot be confronted publicly in the broad daylight. Alienation from the locus of power, and 
subsequent subaltemity, is the common element uniting Gangotas with Manthara. For them 
it does not make any difference if a new Ram is going to be coronated. In this sense, with 
due respects to Nehru, the much publicised swaraj (self-rule) which emerged ‘at the stroke 
of midnight’ on 14/15 August 1947 had little effect on the ‘destiny’ of Gangotas of 
Shankarpur. For them, the transfer of power from British rule to the Congress raj was no 
more a significant moment of history than the transfer of the estate of Shankarpur from 
Harry Grant to Sukhraj Rai, as reflected in the statement of one of their elders.
42 ibid., Sundarkand, 58:3.
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gora kanoon gelai ta kangresi kanoon ailai. kanoon ta rahaitainchhai. Hamarasini ro 
jaisanai Grant saheb taisanai Sukhraj Rai.43
[White law ended and the Congress law came. [But] Law still exists. For us, like [Ham ] Grant 
saheb like Sukhraj Rai ]
In the above statement the use of ‘law’ {kanoon) instead of ‘rule’ seems to be 
inappropriate, but the moment the context of the statement is taken into consideration, the 
seemingly lexical error unfolds the historical understanding of Gangotas of the formal 
politics. As we have seen earlier, the interaction between the modem state and Gangotas 
was marked by a problematic that was legal in nature. If the colonial state had any 
comprehensible representation to the subordinate diara community, then it existed only in 
(rule of) law. It was the only way the community of Gangotas came to be integrated into the 
domain of civil state, and this relationship did not change with the advent of nationalist rule. 
The above statement categorically denies the Congress of its claim to popularity. Even its 
indigenous origin failed to mobilise the rural subordinates to accept this nationalist 
organisation as their representative. The distant image o f Congress remained intact through 
generations as reflected in the following statement, which was made by one o f the villagers 
in response to my shock at the sub-human living conditions of a diara village at a time when 
the local M.P (Member of Parliament) also happened to be a powerful member of the 
Central Cabinet:
...hammein sein otanai doorchhai jetano diro sein dilli. Pancho baras mein ekko bar darsan 
bhentain ta barakai bhag 44
.. .[the local M.P.] is as much distant from us as Delhi is from diara. It would be a [matter of] 
great fortune if one [of us] can get his audience even for once in five years.
Elitism that constitutes the main divisive element between the domain of formal 
politics and that of the masses has defied every attempt of change envisaged by the evolution 
o f the democratic state in India. It is due to this element that the modem state has failed to
43 This statement was made by Bisnath Mandal, who was the only living person in Shankarpur to 
have seen both these historical moments.
44 It was expressed by Bindesari Kumar, a literate member of Gangota community. The reference to 
“five years" in this statement denotes the interval between two elections.
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integrate the community at large, particularly the rural subordinates like Gangotas, in its 
domain, and subsequently, sarkar and its kanoon remains exterior to the diara community 
It does not imply, however, that the community of Gangotas never took part in the activities 
of formal politics. All the major political movements during the colonial period witnessed the 
active participation of Gangotas, except for the fact that their role in politics, rather than 
being a mere response to the call of nationalist leaders, was guided by their own political 
agenda.
2. Dak-Tar: A Local Representation of the Quit India Movement
Q. What happened during the Quit India Movement ?"
A. What is that ? [Ki ?]
Q. Haven't you heard of the Quit India Movement of 1942 ?
A. Oh, dak-tar of 1942 ! Why don't you say so ? [Oh, bealis ro dak-tar ! Hoisain bolhon na. ]
- Interview with Jhauri Manjhi
The year o f 1942 was a period o f grave crisis for the Empire, as its frontiers were 
continuously shrinking. The evacuation of South-East Asian territories in the light of the 
expeditious advance of the Japanese forces had put a serious question to British supremacy. 
To add to this misery, in August 1942 the people of Eastern U P. and Bihar rose up in 
complete disregard to the colonial order. The gravity of this threat is best expressed in the 
often quoted telegram of Linlithgow, the Viceroy of India, which he had sent to Churchill:
I am engaged here in meeting by far the most serious rebellion since that of 1857, the gravity 
and extent of which we have so far concealed from the world for reasons of security. Mob 
violence remains rampant over large tracts of the countryside and I am by no means confident 
that we may not see in September a formidable attempt to renew this widespread sabotage of 
our war effort.45
In the annual session of the Indian National Congress in Bombay, a resolution seeking 
independence o f India from British domination was passed on 8 August 1942. The colonial 
government responded swiftly. Various organisational bodies of the Congress were declared
45 Linlithgow to Churchill, Telegram dt. 31 August 1942, in N. Mansergh (ed.) The Transfer o f  
Power: 1942-47, vol.ii, London: H.M.S.O., 1971 , pp.853-4.
233
illegal Its offices were raided and funds were ceased. Most of its leaders, including both 
national and local ones, were arrested As these measures were planned in advance46, the 
prompt official action was successful in eliminating any possibility of threat that could arise 
ffom the Congress movement. Imposition of censorship and prohibitory orders virtually 
made it impossible to organise any collective political action of significance. The official 
objective of maintaining order and peace would have been achieved, except for one error of 
judgement, which nearly swept the British out of India. The failure to distinguish the elite 
nationalist protest from the political domain of the masses proved fatal to the colonial 
power, and it was only due to the presence of the Allied troops in the subcontinent that any 
loss of territory on account o f internal rebellion could be avoided.
This leads one to question why one o f the most efficient administrative structures of 
the time, with nearly two centuries of experience in the subcontinent, failed to assess the 
situation correctly. The answer would be a complex one, since several factors need to be 
taken into account, including the engagement of Britain in the Second World War, which 
would have definitely required greater attention than the internal administration of a colony. 
However, in the present context, it can be explained in terms of the success of Congress as a 
popular organisation in the colonial perception. The fact that Congress meetings had large 
gatherings, and that the calls of nationalist leaders were met by positive responses, 
reinforced the colonialist belief that the Congress had full support of the Indian masses. This 
belief had its roots in mobilisation theory, which assigned the success of a movement to the 
capability of its leaders to win the support of masses by shaping their consciousness. It was 
never contemplated that the allegedly mobilised masses might have been using the nationalist 
movement in their own interest. Under such an illusion, it was natural for the colonial 
administration to expect that the imprisonment of Congress leaders would make any anti­
colonial movement impossible.
46 On 7 August 1942, Linlithgow had sent a telegram to Amery, stating: “The Working Committee, 
the All-India Congress Committee and each Provincial Committee, but not the Indian National 
Congress as a whole, will be declared to be unlawful associations, their offices and funds seized and all 
individuals arrested who are considered competent and likely to attempt to organise and launch a mass 
movement.” Tel. no. 1056, ibid, p.612.
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To the utter shock of the colonial regime, the ‘trouble’ started precisely at the moment 
when the restoration of peace was supposed to have been accomplished. In addition, instead 
of largely urban and non-violent rallies that were the chief characteristic features of the 
previous Congress movements, this time the government confronted an essentially rural 
rebellion which was nothing but violent. Every structure associated with the British raj was 
attacked, including post offices, police stations, railway stations, warehouses, railway lines 
and other official buildings. Although the Congress session preceding the movement had 
taken place in the western province of Bombay, it was the province of Bihar where the 
colonial administration lost complete control. In one of the telegrams sent to London, the 
Viceroy wrote: “I am pretty clear...that had we not moved as swiftly as we did we should 
have had most serious difficulty in handling what is neither more nor less than a 
revolutionary movement. Revolutionary character of that movement is more apparent in 
some areas, e g., Bihar and Benares, than in others. Of its seriousness and its total disregard 
for non-violence there can be no question.” 47 The following table, which has been extracted 
from a report published by the colonial government, would help us to comprehend the extent 
of this rebellion in Bihar.48
47 Telgram no.2477S, dt. 17 August 1942, ibid., pp.733-4.
48 “Congress Responsibility for the Disturbances, 1942-43”, File no. 3/52/43 (Home Poll ), National 
Archives of India. It is necessary to note that the number of people killed during this movement varies 
from source to source, and even in a different official report, it was estimated that from August to 
November (1942) 1,028 people were killed and 3,125 seriously injured. Similarly, on 538 occasions the 
official troops (police and army) opened fire upon the rioters, besides machinegunning of the mobs 
from the air. See, Introduction by P. N. Chopra to the recently published edition of Justice Wickenden’s 
Report, in P. N. Chopra (ed.) Historic Judgement on Quit India Movement, Delhi: Konark, 1989, p. 19.
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Incidents Bihar India
1. Officials killed 
(including police)
30 73
2. Officials injured 429 2376
3. Incidents of police firing 96 601
4. Number of people killed 166 763
5. Number of people injured 508 1941
6. Number of people arrested 16,202 91,836
7. Police stations destroyed 72 208
8 Govt, offices destroyed 103 749
9. Public buildings destroyed 92 525
10. Important pnvate buildings 
destroyed
119 273
11. Cases of road sabotage 169 474
12. Loss to Government (Rs.) 354,720 2,735,125
13. Loss to other parties (Rs.) 495,231 3,007,274
14. Amount of collective fines 
imposed (Rs.)
2,660,765 9,007,382
In a recent article, Greenough has argued that despite the arrest of its leaders and 
severe censorship, the Congress was successful in maintaining the momentum of the 
movement with the help of an underground press. At a very early stage, he claims, the 
recognition o f the significant role of press in the nationalist mobilisation by the Congress 
leadership was combined with its “liberal belief in the dissemination of opinion and the 
exchange of ideas as necessary accompaniments to the new polity o f India.” 49 Although the 
censorship during the Quit India Movement ruled out the use of press by the Congress 
leaders, it did not cripple the nationalist propaganda. The task of spreading anti-colonial 
ideas was taken over by the underground press, which remained in operation for the entire 
duration of the movement, thanks to the sympathetic attitude of Indian officials towards 
their nationalist brethren and to the existence o f an efficient communication network of 
Congress activists. Greenough has analysed a number of seized pamphlets and other 
publications, that were supposed to have been printed and circulated by the underground 
nationalist press, to exemplify the role played by the Congress in absentsia.
This argument would seem to be flawless to many scholars who cannot conceive of a 
movement without a vertical mobilisation of masses by a conscious leadership. However,
49 Paul R. Greenough, “Political Mobilization and the Underground Literature of the Quit India
Movement, 1942-44”, Modern Asian Studies, 17(3), 1983, pp. 353-386, p.353.
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Greenough seems to have overlooked certain crucial and obvious facts that contradict his 
thesis, some of which are present even in the same article. For example, he has mentioned 
that the underground nationalist publications were mostly in English.50 Whatever be the 
efficacy of these pamphlets in the political mobilisation of the urban citizens, it is highly 
unlikely that these had any significant impact on rural communities. It is worth mentioning 
here that the movement was strongest among the agrarian communities of a province 
(Bihar), which still suffers from the highest rate of illiteracy in the country, and where most 
of the rural people are unable to read and write even in their own script (Devanagari). In 
Bhagalpur, which was frequently mentioned in the Viceregal telegrams sent to London for 
its role in the movement, there are many villages where the delivery of a telegram (mostly in 
English) would keep the recipient household mourning for weeks, until somebody familiar 
with the Roman script would confirm that the message was not of death.51 It would be a 
matter of great surprise if such villages were mobilised by English pamphlets some half a 
century ago.
Another discrepancy is to be found in the claim that the copies of the Twelve Point 
Programme52, adopted by a handful of leaders on 9 August 1942 in a secret meeting in 
Bombay, were seized by the police in distant Bengal as early as August 11 These are said to 
have been carried by Congressmen returning home from the Bombay session.53 If we assume 
that trains were used for the transportation of these pamphlets, then the duration between 
the meeting of 9 August and the distribution of copies on 11 August is too short, since in 
1942 there were no trains that could complete the journey in the said time. Moreover, the
50 ibid., p.361, f.n. 18.
51 In diara, the use of telegram warrants an urgency commonly associated with death or accident. On 
such occasions the sender trusts the ability of the postal clerk to translate the message in English, but 
this convenience is unavailable to the recipient since the postmen delivering these telegrams generally 
lack such linguistic skills. As a result, the content of these messages remains unknown to the recipients 
until translated into Angika by some knowledgable person.
52 The claim of Congress to the 1942 movement relies heavily upon the assertion that although most 
of its leaders were in jail, a national committee was formed in Bombay to monitor and direct the 
movement. The Twelve Point Programme is said to have been the central element of the nationalist 
strategy since it outlined what an Indian was supposed to do to oust the British from India.
53 Greenough. op. cit., pp. 360-1.
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attack on railway stations and the uprooting of railway tracks disrupted even the movement 
of special trains carrying the Allied troops. Whatever pamphlets were dispatched from 
Bombay, it is certain that these could not have reached Bhagalpur in August 1942. As 
suggested by the evidences, the national committee in Bombay had little to do with the 
turbulence, which kept the colonial officials at a safe distance from the rural areas of 
Bhagalpur for nearly a fortnight. Even Justice Wickenden, who was entrusted by the colonial 
regime with the task of reviewing the possibility of prosecuting the Congress leadership for 
its alleged responsibility, could not establish any link between Congress and the disturbances 
of 1942-43.54 The proposition that the Congress leadership could mobilise the masses by 
using “the power of the press” could only be applicable to the urban centres, where the 
circulation of printed word constituted an indispensable element of political mobilisation.
The argument of Greenough is erroneous largely for two reasons: first, his reliance 
upon the sources that were constructed after 1947 to rationalise the dominance o f the 
Congress in post-colonial India, and secondly, his implicit failure to conceive the possibility 
of an independent mass action in the absence of formal political mobilisation. It is true that a 
‘new polity’ emerged in India with press as its integral element, and that it was the colonial 
regime “which had presided over the introduction of these liberal values”, but the author has 
failed to perceive the collective protest o f agrarian communities as being autonomous o f this 
‘new polity’. Such an error would be understandable in instances where the independence of 
the agrarian protest was blurred by a concomitant presence o f the nationalist leadership, but
54 The main documentation on the 1942 movement includes the following three sources: 1.
“Congress Responsibility for the Disturbances of 1942-43”, op. cit., which is more like a one-sided 
accusation citing the writings of Gandhi in Harijan (Gandhi's newspaper in English); 2. Justice 
Wickenden’s Report [Republished as P. N. Chopra (ed.) Historic Judgement on Quit India Movement, 
op. cit.]; and 3.The Transfer o f Power, op. cit.. The main concern of the first two sources was to 
evaluate the Congress responsibility for the movement, whereas the third source is a collection of 
official correspondence of the period 1942-47, which were kept secret from Wickenden. Although 
Wickenden shared the official spirit of accusing Gandhi for instigating the violence, he admitted 
unreliability of the evidences (police reports, intercepted correspondence and interrogations), upon 
which his own observation was based. [See, Chopra, pp.23-4] In The Transfer o f Power, which was not 
available to Wickenden, we get a clear intention of the colonial regime to hold Congress responsible for 
the violence irrespective of the fact that there was no evidence for it. It was precisely this colonial 
attempt of holding Congress responsible for the 1942 movement that helped the post-colonial 
nationalist historiography to claim the movement to be a product of Congress mobilisation.
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not in the 1942 movement, in which rural insurgency preceded the nationalist mobilisation. 
As a matter of fact, the 1942 movement clearly demonstrated the ability of the agrarian 
communities to launch an anti-colonial struggle, without any external mobilisation.
However, the denial of the autonomy of peasant politics inherent in the attempt to 
prove the presence of nationalist mobilisation in the 1942 movement is more pronounced in 
the works of Indian historians. Two factors may be taken as crucial in this regard. Firstly, 
the modern Indian historiography has its genesis in colonialism, prior to which the 
understanding of past was preserved largely as mythological narratives. As this logos was a 
product of the ‘new polity’, it attempted to interpret every incident of Indian past with 
concepts that were occidental in origin. Trained in this intellectual milieu, even the 
nationalist historians conformed to the western epistemology. It was only part of this 
influence that they could not conceive of a mass movement in absence of mobilisation by an 
external leadership. As a result, the anti-colonial activity of Gangotas was perceived as an 
effect of the political mobilisation by the Congress. Another reason for the presence of this 
framework in the nationalist historiography exists in its utility in the rationalisation of the 
Congress raj in post-colonial India. The attempt of the colonialist historian to appropriate 
the Indian past by interpreting it as a part of British history was matched by the nationalist 
presentation of the anti-colonial agrarian resistance as a part of the Congress movement.
This nationalist agenda excels in K. K. Datta’s Freedom Movement in Bihar, which 
attempts to glorify the role of Congress leaders, who were in power at the time of the 
writing of the book. “So, from the end of April and during the months of May and June, Dr. 
Rajendra Prasad, Shri Shrikrishna Sinha and the other Congress leaders of Bihar toured its 
different districts to educate and prepare the people for the impending struggle. They 
addressed numerous meetings, in which explicit reference was made to the coming ordeal.’ 55 
This assertion is both elitist, as the Congress leaders are claimed to be educating and 
preparing the masses, and incorrect since these leaders were not aware of the course of 
action to be determined by the AICC, and hence no ‘explicit reference’ could have been
55 K. K. Datta, Freedom Movement in Bihar, vol. ii, Patna: Govt, of Bihar, 1957, p. 18
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made to the ‘coming ordeal’. Even the colonial regime failed to draw any connection 
between the Congress mobilisation and the 1942 rebellion.56 As the author himself has noted 
elsewhere in the book, “After their July meeting at Wardha, the Congress Working 
Committee had not in fact placed before the people any definite programme to be followed 
by them in the contemplated fight It was, however, suggested that it would include all that 
was needed for a non-violent mass struggle and that the people should be prepared for 
subsequent developments.”57 In a follow up of this meeting, the Bihar Provincial Congress 
Working Committee endorsed the Wardha resolution. Insofar as mobilisation of masses by 
the Congress is concerned, only one evidence has been cited by Datta, that of the meeting of 
Dr. Rajendra Prasad with some provincial leaders, who had decided to skip the Bombay 
session. In this meeting a draft programme for Bihar was discussed, but it was to be kept 
secret before Dr. Prasad gave his assent for its printing. As Datta writes, “This was probably 
to await the decision of the All Indian Congress Committee [meeting in Bombay]. It was 
decided that if all the leaders were arrested, the people would conduct the Movement 
according to it.”58 However, the content of this draft programme is conspicuously absent 
from this book and the source for this information is Atmakatha, the autobiography of Dr. 
Rajendra Prasad. Also, it is unlikely that Dr. Prasad could give his assent for publication of 
this programme since he was arrested in the morning of 9 August 1942.59
As for ‘preparing’ people for the forthcoming movement, not only was there an 
absence of a definite programme, but also most o f the important Congress leaders of Bihar 
at the time were busy in their personal affairs. Deep Narayan Singh, the provincial Congress 
Secretary, was in Muzaffarpur attending some personal engagements. Anugrah Narayan 
Sinha, later an important member of the provincial cabinet, was attending his ailing brother 
in Rai Bareilly. Shri Krishna Sinha, later the first Chief Minister of Bihar, was paying a visit
56 It is significant since the main objective of Wickenden inquiry was to find evidences which would 
allow the government to prosecute Congress leaders under Section 121A of the Indian Penal Code. See, 
Chopra, op. cit., p.4.
57 Datta, op. cit., p.25
58 ibid., p.26
59 ibid., p.28
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to his kinsmen in his native village Maur. Dr. Rajendra Prasad, later the first President of 
India, was bed-ridden. The absence of any mobilisation activity on the part of the provincial 
Congress leaders is understandable, since they did not have any programme and were 
waiting for the outcome of the AICC meeting at Bombay. Moreover, as mentioned in the 
book itself, “an information reached Bihar, that the Government, instead of arresting the 
Congress leaders on 8th August, 1942, would watch the course of Congress activities before 
taking the final step and that Mahatma Gandhi would also have negotiations with the 
Viceroy before launching the Movement finally if these failed. So, Dr. Rajendra Prasad 
thought that it would not be necessary for them to do anything before the 11th August, that 
is, the date on which those who had gone to Bombay from Bihar were expected to come 
back ”60 Long before this date, almost all the important Congress leaders were taken into 
custody. Hence, it is difficult to believe that they had any role in ‘educating’ or ‘preparing’ 
the masses for the 1942 movement.
What is more significant, the nationalist interpretation of the 1942 movement has 
failed to provide any explanation for the predominantly violent nature of the movement in 
contravention o f the Congress policy of non-violence. If the participants were really 
following the Congress ideology, then they could not have resorted to violence as a means 
of protest. In fact, many of the prominent Congressmen, including Vinoba Bhave, openly 
disowned the 1942 movement and refused any Congress responsibility whatsoever. This line 
was also taken by many local leaders who tried to prevent participants from using force In 
Kishanganj (Bhagalpur) in a scuffle between the people and the armed troops, one of the 
participants got killed. “This greatly infuriated the people”, to quote Datta, “who were 
however kept peaceful largely through the persuasion of Shri Kulanand Jha and Shri Shiva 
Nandan Mandal ”61 Both these Congressmen, according to Datta, led the movement in north 
Bhagalpur. One may argue that Gandhi’s mantra of do or die was interpreted by the people 
as an open invitation to violence. It would be in line with the opinion that Indian National
60 ibid., p.27
61 ibid., p.162-3. (emphasis mine)
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Congress followed a policy of “limited violence” during its movements.62 However, this 
argument rests heavily upon the interpretation of the militant Congress speeches by the 
participants o f the movement, and in doing so it presumes the control of Congress over the 
masses. It is a matter of semantic speculation the way people assigned meaning to the words 
of Congressmen. Moreover, there were instances where militant speeches were not followed 
by a violent response of the people, and in many cases, the collective use of force was not 
preceded by any militant mobilisation.
At the ideological level, non-violence was essential for the elitist nationalism of the 
Congress, which did not strive for the destruction of the new polity introduced by the 
colonial regime, but for the transfer of power It does not imply that Congress leaders were 
against violence. The use of force by the modem civil state in maintaining order and in the 
enforcement o f rule of law was completely acceptable to them. However, they were against 
the use o f force by the people, whom they were going to rule in the future. It was perfectly 
clear to them that if the common masses o f India used violence to overthrow the foreign 
rulers, the possibility of its use against the indigenous rulers could not be ruled out. Class 
struggle would be the last thing they wanted to see in the subcontinent. It was only after 
1947 that this disjunction between the Congress ideology of non-violence and its practice 
became clear Instead of dismantling the colonial structure, the post-colonial rulers of India 
maintained and enhanced its efficacy. Hence, it would be incorrect to argue that the 
Congress sanctioned use of force by the people. Yet, violence was present in almost all the 
anti-colonial movements launched by the Congress, in defiance of its authority over the 
masses that it claimed to represent.
Although the Congress movements were meant to be peaceful, they demanded a 
temporary but keen attention of the colonial regime. The deployment of police was 
necessary to control, intimidate and sometimes to disperse Congress satyagrahas. Such 
political events inevitably resulted in the slackening of administrative control which
62 M. V. Harcourt, “Kisan Populism and Revolution in Rural India: The 1942 Disturbance in Bihar 
and East United Province” in D. A. Low (ed.) Congress and the Raj, London: Arnold Heinemann,
1977.
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necessarily relied upon the use of force. Agrarian communities in remote areas never failed 
to take advantage of these opportune moments to express their dissent with the system. All 
the epitomes of power - sarkar, sahukar and zamindar - were subject to the subaltern 
violence The nationalist movement did provide the colonised agrarian masses with an 
opportunity to protest against their subjugation. It was however not in the sense of the 
nationalist objectives outlined by Congress, but in the temporary withdrawal of colonial 
control that allowed the people to defy the colonial rule of law. Like the communal riot of 
1989, the Quit India Movement of 1942, or what was remembered as dak-tar by our 
Gangota informant, presented an excellent opportunity to the diara community to enforce its 
own law in the territory of its masters.
Long before the adoption of the Quit India resolution in the Congress session, an 
event unknown to the residents of Shankarpur at the time, an aghori of Kamakhya (a 
significant shrine of Shakti in Assam) who was on his way to Tarapur (another shrine of 
Shakti in neighbouring Munger district) stayed in diara for a few days. According to our 
informant, the time of this visit was seven to ten days after phagua (April ?). This aghori 
told the people that Baba Bhaironbhoot (perhaps some significant preacher of aghoris at 
Kamakhya) had a darsan (audience, in this case of Shakti). In an oral reproduction of the 
incident by our Gangota informant the dialogue between the two went as follows:
Devi: Uththain Bhaironbhoot, hammein tarasal chhi [Wake up Bhaironbhoot, I am thirsty] 
Bhaironbhoot: Dohai mai, tci hukum chhikai [Have mercy Mother, What is your command?]
Devi: Lohu dai, gatta dai, haar dai, mundi dai [Give me blood, neck, rib-cage and head] 
Bhaironbhoot: Lailai mai. Torai dail paraanma, tohin lai mai [Take it Mother. You gave me 
life, you take it]
De\i: Torain nai, abto gorkain ro lilbain Bhairon [Not you, now I will devour (the limbs of) 
white]
In this account the reason for Devi’s displeasure with the white rulers of India was not 
given. When asked, the informant said, ccWho would dare ask Devi? [However] She must 
have been angry with the whites, that’s why the latter were losing the war.” (Debi sein kei
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puchhai ? De bi ro narajagiye chalatai gor on larai mem haraichhalai.). It gives us a fair 
understanding of the manner in which Gangotas interpreted the darsan and linked it with the 
waning sun of the Empire. This spiritual event is not without its earthly explanation, as it 
was a time when Rangoon (Burma) had already succumbed to the advancement of Japanese 
forces and the retreat of Allied forces was imminent. The aghori, whose abode was 
Kamakhya (Assam), must have been familiar with the events of the war. It is likely that the 
search for a valid explanation for the weakening might of the British inspired the darsan As 
for a large section of the agrarian population of India there was no demarcating line between 
politics and religion. Victory and defeat of the rulers often tended to have religious 
explanations. The secession of territory by the colonial power in the war was interpreted as 
an effect as well as a sign o f Devi's displeasure.
This religious belief was only reinforced by the narratives of the passengers travelling 
on the roof-tops of overcrowded trains returning from Assam which passed through 
different railway stations of the Bhagalpur district. These fugitives included, according to 
our Gangota informant, tribals from southern Bhagalpur and Santhal Pargana (a district 
adjacent to Bhagalpur) who were employed as plantation-labour on the tea-estates, and the 
people from Bhojpur (a region consisting of Eastern U P. and the adjacent districts of 
Bihar), who worked as rickshaw-pullers and coolies. There were more tales than listeners. 
The content of this statement of our informant was shared, though with a different concern, 
by the official reports:
There is no improvement to report in the general public feeling. Defeatism and anti-British 
feeling...are still pronounced. The unfavourable impression caused by the passage of trains 
through North Bihar containing sick and wounded from the Burma front is now likely to be 
strengthened by the unexpected return of labour which had only recently been recruited for the 
military roads in Assam. These labourers are returning in many cases with sores on their feet 
and in a condition which shows that they have not been well-cared for in the journey. And on 
their return the tale is spreading that many of them are victims of the Japanese air-raids in 
Assam.63
63 FR(2), May 1942, 18/5/1942, NAI.
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The combined effect of all these happenings only added to the British misery Much of the 
diara community, for whom the comprehension of colonial rule rested upon their experience 
with rule of law, had to reconstruct the image of its oppressor. The representation of 
coloniser transformed from the image of an indomitable force to that of a feebled ruler, who 
was too weak to defend as well as to control its territory. While describing this crucial 
change in the public image of the rulers, an elder resident of Shankarpur used an old 
Gangota proverb:
Je ro dakhalai jamin, U ro maugi kasbhin64
One who is too weak to save his land from being captured, would not be able to control his 
wife and she would become licentious.
It is very difficult to find a better description of the situation confronted by the colonial 
state at the time. Captured land implies failure in the external domain, which is linked with 
the loss of control in the internal sphere o f home, as both are functions of power. The 
weakness of the colonial regime that was revealed on the war front leading to the loss of 
territory (land), extended to the home front, and its subject (wife) went out o f control. In 
this sense, the failure of colonial power to maintain its territorial dominance demonstrated its 
weakness in the eyes of its subjects which revolted against its authority. This was also 
affirmed in a report sent to London by the Viceroy on 19 August 1942: “Bhagalpur reported 
out of hand and situation north of the Ganges still grave.”65 As licentiousness is often 
assigned to a woman defying the authority of her husband in a patriarchal context, criminal 
was the label used for the agrarian collectivities defying the colonial control. Reporting on 
the situation in the province, the Governor of Bihar did not have any hesitation in assigning 
the disorder to “the widespread criminal population of Bihar villages to whom loot and
64 Interview with Jhauri Manjhi. The term kasbhin seems to have its root in kasbha or kasba, which 
means town. On this basis, the term would mean a woman of town, or a woman who sleeps with 
everybody in the town. However, in this proverb, it simply implies a woman who sleeps with other 
men.
65 Linlithgow to Amery, Telegram no. 2509-S, Transfer o f  Power, op. cit., p.754.
destruction are great attraction.”66 Slightly refined, but a similar tone dominated the 
following Viceregal telegram sent to London:
Bhagalpur and Saran districts are the areas which now causing most anxiety. . . A predominant 
part in sabotage is now being played by the type of villager who ordinarily indulges in mischief 
and loot 67
In a context that defines rebels as criminals, the location of resistance is to be found in 
the crime registers. The sudden jump in the statistics of collective offences (dacoity and riot) 
during the period only confirms the collective nature of the violence that was inflicted upon 
the colonial order. In the month of August (1942) alone there were 163 dacoities in the 
province against a triennial monthly average of 46, and for September the figures were 265 
and 41.2 respectively. What baffled colonial administrators more was the fact that many of 
these dacoities were accompanied by nationalist slogans like Gcmdhiji ki ja i (Victory to 
Gandhi) 68 They always contemplated the possibility o f a political demonstration turning into 
a violent riot, but slogan shouting dacoits were unheard of. The strength of the subaltern 
resistance always rested in its ability to generate an ambiguity regarding its nature. In other 
words, the incidents of collective violence that were concomitant with the 1942 movement 
could be interpreted either as crime or as acts of nationalist protest. The colonial regime did 
register these acts as crime, but the accompanied nationalist slogans led them to link these 
initially with the Congress, as reflected in the opinion of the Viceroy: “how immediately an 
allegedly non-violent movement can be generated into acute violence, [which involves the] 
risk of handing the country over, not to Congress politicians but to hooligans.”69 The initial 
colonial insistence on the responsibility o f Congress for the movement was also guided by 
the motive of disparaging the liberal image of the latter, as it was suggested:
66 Stewart to Linlithgow, ibid, p.790
67 Linlithgow to Amery, 23 August 1942, ibid., p.791
68 Fortnightly Reports, August-September, 1942, Home Poll, 18/8/42, 18/9/42, NAI.
69 Linlithgow to Amery, Telegram no. 2386-S, 12 August 1942, Transfer o f Power, op. cit., p.669
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While we reserve final judgement regarding organisation behind revolt we consider it clear 
and feel this should be emphasised in debate [in the British Parliament] that Congress must 
accept main responsibility even if they have not directly instigated ev ery act of violence that 
has occurred.70
However, the use of the nationalist movement made by the subordinate agrarian 
communities is not to be missed. Nationalist slogans that accompanied subaltern violence 
were not only used to rationalise the latter but also to unite their resistance against 
indigenous elites with that against foreign elites. In other words, the use of force against the 
colonial authority also defied the Congress ideology of non-violence, demolishing the claim 
of hegemony of the latter, which is evident in the activities of Gangotas during the 
movement.
The residents of Shankarpur knew in advance that something was going to take place. 
As our informant recalled, “Two or three days before the Congress procession, all the police 
stations [of the district], including Nathnagar, Bihpur and Kahalgaon, were left vacant, as all 
their policemen were gathered in Bhagalpur [city] and there was much activity. Police jeeps 
were running around. We knew that some big dhamkola [fruit of palm] is going to fall.” 71 
The massive mobilisation of police was part of the preparation made by the government to 
deal with any threat to the colonial order. As urban centres were expected to be the foci of 
the Congress activities, the policemen serving at different rural police stations were 
reallocated to the city of Bhagalpur. It left most of the rural police outposts virtually empty, 
and consequently, the administrative control over rural areas, including diara, weakened In 
both spiritual and practical interpretations, this situation was a positive sign, and the 
collective action o f the rural subordinate was imminent.
Can the word of an aghori baba be untrue ? When everybody {diara community ?) saw that the 
student procession took place (protesting the arrest of Congress leaders) against 144 (Section 
144 of Criminal Procedure Code, prohibitory order against assembly of five or more persons) 
in broad daylight and laat-colletorsini (the District Collector and other officials) could not do a
70 Home Department, Govt, of India to the Secretary of State, Telegram no. 348-SC, 5 Sept. 1942, 
ibid., p.905.
71 Jhauri Manjhi, op. cit.
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thing, they knew that the time to beat dugduggi (drums) had come.72 The same night there 
were three dacoities, one in Nathnagar and two in Bihpur 73 Devi's words! No police came and 
nobody' was arrested. Next day, some half kos (1 mile) east of Narayanpur railway station, 
when some boys threw stones at a passing by army train, somebody from the train fired a shot. 
Vishahari’s grace! It did not hit anybody, but the gaoanasini (villagers; the village 
community) decided to break (uproot) the railway line. That night few men went [there] with 
khanti (shovel) and broke the fish-plate. This was repaired by the railway staff of Narayanpur 
the next day. Few days later, hundred or hundred and fifty men went there and broke the fish 
plate and threw [ a section of ] the railway line in [flood] water.74 After that trains stopped 
coming on that route. . .News came from Narayanpur that there are only two-three policemen 
guarding malkhana (railway warehouse). Next day, people from many villages attacked it.
When police started shooting, one man was killed and ten or fifteen were injured. This made 
people more angry. The policemen were captured and everything was looted. Only when the 
flames rose sky-high, they were satisfied and returned to diara. Few days later, people attacked 
the dakbangla (rest-house for the visiting officials) at Nathnagar and burnt it 
down...Zamindars were not spared. Grant’s kachahari (rent collection office of the zamindar) 
and [the local zamindar]’s basa (smaller rent-office) were attacked and burnt down with all the 
kagaj-pattar (papers and accounts)...This went on for a long time.75
The implications o f this local rebellion were severe for the colonial regime. Not only 
was its rule o f law paralysed causing grave concern at the highest level o f the administration, 
but also the colonial war effort suffered a serious setback. In particular, the uprooting o f the 
railway-line mentioned above adversely affected the military supply on the Burma front. 
However, more significant is the fact that in none o f these incidents did Congress have any 
role. Contrary to the claims o f  Datta and many other scholars, there was no attempt o f  
nationalist mobilisation in diara. As a matter o f fact, the burning down o f the rent-office o f  
the zamindar o f  Shankarpur, an important local patron o f the Congress, does not leave any 
scope for illusion about the extent to which the diara community was responding to the call
72 Dugduggi (a small drum) was used for making official announcements. Here our informant meant 
the announcement of the collective action. Surprisingly, his use of this phrase appropriately refers to 
the moment of inversion, since dugduggi was used by the colonial regime to convey its decisions to the 
colonised subjects, and not for the announcement of rebellion against the former.
73 Our informant was reluctant to give any details about the participants and the victims of these 
dacoities, which leads one to suspect that the victims were not British.
74 Although our informant claimed that it was the anger of the villagers that led them to uproot the 
railway lines, its precedence of the looting and burning of Narayanpur railway warehouse suggests that 
it was done to isolate Narayanpur from the outside world, so that police force could not be sent to 
protect the warehouse.
75 Interview with Jhauri Manjhi, op. cit.,. I have tried to retain the original expression in this 
translation as far as possible. It is worth noting here that our informant did not mention an incident of 
Narayanpur in which the occupants of a crashed military plane were killed by a mob. The only possible 
reason for this omission could be that the diara community did not have any role in it, since he was 
describing only those incidents in which local Gangotas had participated.
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of the nationalist leadership. Far from being a product of nationalist mobilisation, the protest 
of Gangotas was directed against the new polity , the elite domain of colonial politics, of 
which the colonial regime as well as the Indian National Congress were integral elements. As 
in the Bhagalpur communal riot of 1989, the participation of Gangotas in the 1942 
movement was guided by the universal subaltern urge to reverse the order of things in the 
territory of dominance, and nationalism (as religion in the communal riot) was an essential 
excuse that helped the diara community to rationalise its intervention into the elite domain. 
In order to comprehend the autonomy of its political action, it is helpful to consider the 
following table, which presents the essential differentiating elements of the two domains of 
the anti-colonial movement:
Contrasting elements of the two domains of the anti-colonial movement
Elite Domain (Congress) Mass Domain (Gangotas)
C o n sc io u sn e ss
O rg a n isa tio n
C o m es from  above; a  resu lt o f  
m o b ilisa tio n
m o d e m  p o lit ica l in stitu tio n s, 
e g ., party, co m m ittees , foru m s, 
u n io n s etc.
E m erg es  from  b e lo w , a  resu lts  
from  th e  ex p er ien ce  w ith  the  
lo ca l pow er structure  
trad itional so c ia l in stitu tion s, 
e g ., caste , k in sh ip , v il la g e -  
co m m u n ity
M o d e o f  P rotest N o n -v io le n t  p ea cefu l 
d em on stra tion s, d ep u ta tion s, 
ra llie s , reso lu tio n s, strik es, etc.
V io le n t  a ttacks, co lle c tiv e  u se  o f  
force
p u b lic /o p en S ituational: op en  or secret 
( h a n seri or d aco ity )
N atu re o f  id e o lo g y secu lar co m m u n a l
S an ctio n ra tio n a l-leg a l r e lig io u s
L ead ersh ip ra tio n a l-leg a l ch a rism a tic
The fact that the resistance o f the diara community was concomitant to the nationalist 
movement does not imply it was an effect o f the latter. The communal will of Gangotas to 
resist their subjugation was always present, but the specific form of its manifestation was 
subject to the interpretation of the situation by the community. If in the contextual reading 
the communal strength was found to be at par with that o f the adversary, the protesting will
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was translated into an open defiance of the dominant order, otherwise it manifested in 
normal daily activities, such as the practice among youngsters to throw stones at passing by 
trains.
What may be generally described as an act of mischief or hooliganism, was considered 
to be perfectly appropriate by our informant, who did not feel any need to justify it. Part of 
the explanation lies in the fact that trains would be considered public property and hence 
would be treated with a sense o f responsibility only if citizens felt the state as being their 
own. For the colonised subject, the notion of citizenship did not have any meaning since 
modem civil state was an external imposition, and hence any sense of responsibility towards 
public property was out o f the question.76 Moreover, in the specific context, railways were 
perceived as, and rightly so, a colonial creation, an attack on which did not require any 
justification to the colonised. Although the throwing of stones at trains, the uprooting of 
railway lines and the looting and putting to fire railway warehouses involved an attack on the 
same symbol of the Raj, the intensity and form of the attack differed according to the 
varying degree of strength o f the colonial rule in the understanding of the rebels. In 
anticipation of the Congress movement, the colonial control was redistributed with little 
presence in rural areas that allowed the diara community to use methods of greater intensity 
than merely the throwing of stones at trains.
It needs to be explained why the above mentioned activities were identified by 
Gangotas with dak-tar, when nationalism77 did not have any role in it. In response to this
76 In July 1989, a section of the railway-line was taken away by some diara people and later sold to a 
scrap-iron dealer.
77 Following Chalmers Johnson, one may distinguish elite nationalism from its mass variant. Even in 
the case of Indian nationalist movement few scholars have recognised the existence of two - elite and 
mass - domains. Particularly relevant here is an article by Stephen Henningham. While analysing the 
Quit India Movement in Bihar and Eastern U P., he has noted the presence of an autonomous 
subordinate strain, represented by the low-castes, along with the elite nationalism of the Congress. 
Although the existence of two different, and opposing, domains existed in the anti-colonial struggle, it 
would not be appropnate to identify the subordinate domain with nationalism despite the fact that it 
was concurrent with the nationalist movement and the fact that in many incidents of violence the 
participants shouted nationalist slogans. Strictly speaking nationalism was an exterior ideology with 
little or no influence on agrarian masses that participated in the anti-colonial struggle for their own 
collective interest and not under the influence of Congress mobilisation. In other words, the
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query our informant said with a chuckle: dak-tar nai tai ki loot-mar (If not dak-tar then 
what, robbery and murder 9). The two alternatives in this alliterative response represent the 
respective ways in which the activities of Gangotas were interpreted. While these received 
the negative label of crime (loot-mar) from the colonial regime, the Congress attempted to 
appropriate the resistance of the diara community as a part of the Quit India Movement 
{dak-tar). Such interpretations were made possible only due to the existence of a silence on 
the part of the actual participants over the possession of the act. As we have seen earlier, 
overt resistance is possible only when the subordinate category, in its perception, is in parity 
with its adversary in terms of strength. Otherwise, like in the act of dacoity, participants 
either maintain anonymity or take up some ambiguous identity, both o f which were used in 
the 1942 violence that targeted the colonial regime as well as indigenous elites. With the 
label of dak-tar, the diara community attempted to use the nationalist movement as a shield 
which allowed it to shift its responsibility for the violence to a wider political turmoil. It was 
only due to the occurrence of such violent incidents that the colonial authority initially held 
Congress responsible for the rebellion, despite the fact that the latter did not have anything 
to do with it.
Hence, contrary to the post-colonial nationalist discourse, the anti-colonial struggle 
was neither purely a product of Congress mobilisation nor a unified whole. As reflected in 
our analysis of the Quit India Movement, the agenda of the subaltern classes, like that of 
Gangotas, in this struggle was much different from that of the nationalist elites. Although, 
the latter attempted to mobilise the masses by translating the exterior ideology of nationalism 
into local agrarian idioms78, the participation o f the subordinate communities was guided 
solely by their respective communal interests. The failure o f nationalist mobilisation was
subordinate agrarian communities were using nationalist movement to serve their own purpose. Hence, 
to keep the distinction between the two, I have preferred to restrict the connotation of nationalism to 
refer to the Congress movement.
78 Outlining the relationship between modem politics and the masses, Partha Chatteijee has argued, 
“while concepts and slogans of the world of organised politics undergo an ideological transformation 
when they reach the peasant masses and acquire entirely new meanings, so are the language, styles, 
symbols and processes of organised politics influenced by its linkages with the world of peasant 
politics”. See, his article “Agrarian Relations and Communalism in Bengal”, in Ranajit Guha (ed.) 
Subaltern Studies, vol. i, Delhi: OUP, 1981, p.36.
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reflected clearly in the fact that collective use o f force was present in almost all the 
nationalist struggles launched by the Congress.79 The hollowness o f its claim o f  
representation was exposed particularly during the 1942 rebellion, when numerous local 
incidents o f collective violence not only defied the colonial rule o f law but also flouted the 
Congress ideology o f non-violence. Instead o f  being mobilised and serving the purpose o f  
the nationalist leaders, the diara community was making use o f the nationalist movement to 
fulfil its own objective. Although by identifying their activities with dak-tar, Gangotas 
allowed their resistance to be claimed by the Congress, it left the nationalist historiography 
on the horns o f a dilemma. If all the incidents o f agrarian resistance o f 1942 are categorised 
under the label o f Quit India Movement, then Congress is held responsible for every act of 
murder, dacoity, loot and arson committed with nationalist slogans, many o f which were 
targeted at the Congress zamindars. On the other hand, if in line with its ideology o f non­
violence, the Congress leaders disclaim, as Gandhi did80, all the acts o f collective violence, 
there was hardly anything in the Congress movement that would have threatened the 
colonial rule.
79 The presence of violence in contravention of the principle of ahimsa was present in the very first 
satyagraha launched by Gandhi in Champaran in 1917. [See, Jacques Pouchepadass, “Local Leaders 
and the Intelligentsia in the Champaran Satyagraha”, Contributions to Indian Sociology, New Series, 
no. 8, Nov. 1974, pp.79-80; and S. K. Mittal, Peasant Uprising and Mahatma Gandhi in North Bihar, 
Meerut: Annu Prakashan, 1978, pp 97fif. The Non-Cooperation Movement of 1920-21 was stopped by 
Gandhi after the Chauri-chaura incident in U P. in which an agitated mob had set fire on a police- 
station after killing the policemen. The Civil Disobedience of 1930s saw, according to P. T. Mansfield, 
“frequent and sometimes serious clashes between the forces of law and order and those of unrest . ” Also, 
“police parties and other government officials were attacked by mobs of villagers who threatened to 
murder them. . .In Monghyre, three officials were killed by the tenants.” P. T. Mansfield, Bihar and 
Orissa in 1930-31, Patna: Govt, of Bihar Publication, 1932, pp.l, 2 & 18.
80 Despite the fact that numerous claims were made about his sanction to the use of violence during 
the Quit India Movement, Gandhi never dealt with the question in public, except for the two letters 
written from the jail. In the first letter, while refuting the accusation of the government, he wrote to the 
Viceroy: “there is a gross distortion of the reality. Violence was never contemplated at any stage.” See, 
Letter addressed to the Viceroy, dt. 14 August 1942, Collected Works o f Mahatma Gandhi, vol. 78, 
New Delhi: Govt, of India, 1964 edition, p.407. In his letter to the Secretary, Home Department, Govt, 
of India, he categorically stated, “In spite of all that has been said to the contrary, I claim that the 
Congress policy still remains unequivocally non-violent. The wholesale arrest of the Congress leaders 
seems to have made the people wild with rage to the point of losing self-control. I feel that the 
Government, not the Congress, are responsible for the destruction that has taken place.” Letter to the 
Secretary, Home Department, Govt, of India, dt. 23 September 1942, ibid., p. 414. It clearly implies 
that he could neither condemn the violence of 1942 that would have been suicidal for the Congress nor 
embrace it in contravention of his own principle of ahimsa (non-violence).
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3. Criminalisation o f Politics : A Post-Colonial Construct ?
Aajkal krimnal sab ta raj chalai chhai. Chor-chuhar ab ja il mein nai, asemli mein 
bathaichhai. E je  hiyan se M.P. chhai, uhai ministerba, sai Gandhi Ji ro chela kahauchhau 
per sabhain Bhagalpur ro krimnal okare bhir darbar lagabaichhau.
Now a days, it has become the rule of criminals. Thieves and filches, instead of going to jail, 
go to assembly. The M.P. from here, the same Ministenva [disrespect due to ‘wa’ suffix], calls 
himself a disciple of Gandhi but the criminals of the entire Bhagalpur district get patronage 
from him.
- A socialist activist of Bhagalpur81
While narrating the events of 1942, the Gangota informant did not mention any 
individuals, and even the references to his own community were made indirectly, with terms 
like sabhai (all), ban amdi (many men/people) and gaonasini (villagers). As the time of this 
remembrance of past was 1989, it was not the fear o f colonial persecution which made the 
maintenance of anonymity necessary. Moreover, his reluctance to disclose the details of the 
dacoities committed during the 1942 movement clearly indicated that the victims did not 
belong to the category of sahibs, but were presumably local elites.82 It unequivocally 
conveys that the relationship between the diara community and the state has remained 
largely unchanged The political activities of this subordinate community are still subjected 
to the juro-penal discourses of the court-rooms. However, it is not only the subaltern 
domain o f politics that relates to crime, but also a different nexus between crime and politics 
has emerged that has nothing to do with subaltern resistance.
Criminalisation of politics has become a domineering feature of the post-colonial 
Indian polity. The above quoted observation by a socialist activist of Bhagalpur is 
representative of the general concern of the urban intelligentsia over the decaying state of 
politics. This alliance between politicians and criminals cuts across all the political
81 Later, this activist changed his mind about electoral politics, as he contested the provincial 
assembly elections in 1990 as a candidate of Janata Dal (a political party formed by dissatisfied 
Congress politicians).
82 It was later explained to me by another Gangota resident of the same village that the victim 
families (no names) would not hesitate in using their position to teach a lesson’ to the participants.
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organisations that participate in electoral politics. It has been claimed that this phenomenon 
is of comparatively recent origin, i.e., it is linked with the post-independent entrants that did 
not participate in the freedom movement. This claim, implied in the above quoted statement, 
is not completely correct. Although electoral politics has contributed to the increasing 
dependence o f politicians on violent methods, the domain o f modem politics has always 
been marked by the use of force. The relationship between the modern civil state and 
violence can be traced back to the very introduction of the former which was effected by the 
colonial use of sword. However, the greatest irony that marked the evolution of the modern 
political structure in India was that the use of force, which was instrumental in the creation 
of the modem state, also determined the rules that regulated it. In other words, the 
legitimacy of the right to use sword was determined and enforced by the sword itself. Rule 
of law and its corollary, the ‘new polity’, owed their existence to the colonial violence that 
failed to receive sanction of the colonised population at large. It was from this colonial 
experience that the indigenous elites learnt the necessity of institutionalised violence 
(particularly the police and the penal system) for the existence of the state, despite the fact 
that the hegemony measured by the degree of popular acceptance was considered to be the 
basis of modem politics. Hence, the ascendancy in formal politics came to be based on the 
two horizontal axes of violence and hegemony, the former being a more effective 
determinant.
Almost all pre-colonial structures of power, including ones at the local level, were re- 
articulated for their integration into the colonial framework. The emergence of liberal 
nationalism during the late nineteenth century complied with this fundamental rule of elite 
political domain. The disjunction between the official Congress ideology of non-violence and 
its employment at regional levels differed only in degree from the gap that existed between 
the English political ideology and its application in the administration of British colonies. 
Nowhere was this split morality o f Congress more perceptible than in Bihar. Most of the 
Congress leaders in Bihar had strong links with zamindars, 83 who employed an army of
83 In fact it is difficult to find a Congress leader of pre-independence Bihar who did not have links 
with the class of zamindars. Dip Narayan Singh, who held the post of Vice-President in the Bihar
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lathiyals (strongmen) on a permanent basis. These lathiyals maintained the control o f their 
masters over raiycits either by way o f intimidation or by the actual use o f force. At times, 
professionals from outside were hired, as we have noted in the case o f Grant, to crush any 
collective resistance o f raiyats. In this regard, rule o f law was also o f great assistance to the 
zamindars, who either brought false criminal charges against the protesting raiyats or 
requested the presence o f police force to contain the ‘trouble-makers’ . Use o f these 
repressive measures on the zamindari estates owned by the Congress leaders became a major 
point o f discord between the Congress and the Kisan Sabha during 1930s and 1940s, since 
the latter had been demanding the abolition o f Permanent Settlement.84 The Congress 
leadership in Bihar was committed to the cause o f zamindari to such an extent that it did not 
mind openly going against its liberal image. As a result o f  the 1937 provincial elections, the 
Congress came into power, and one o f its recommendations included an urgent deployment 
o f para-military (Gurkha) troops to crush the peasant movement in Gaya 85 It was reported 
that many oppressive landlords were chosen to represent Congress in this election, since 
they had contributed handsomely to its coffers.86
Provincial Congress Committee, was an oppressive landlord. [Home Dept. Poll. no. 18/9/34 and 
18/2/35, NAI], It is reported that Sri Krishna Sinha was a strong advocate of the zamindari system 
[HDP no. 18/11/35] and he always tried to de-emphasise the landlord-tenant issue. [HDP no. 18/12/35], 
Many of the Congress leaders in Bihar came from two major communities of Bhumihar Brahmans (Sri 
Krishna Sinha, Mahesh Prasad Singh etc.) and Kayasthas (e g., Dr. Rajendra Prasad). While most of 
the zamindari estates were owned by the former, the latter had descended from the community of rent- 
clerks and accountants employed by the zamindars. Dr. Rajendra Prasad, who became the first 
President of Indian Republic, always showed loyalty towards the Hathwa Raj (owned by a Bhumihar 
Brahman family), since his father had served this estate as a Manager. Also, most of the Kayastha 
Congress leaders of Bihar were lawyers, who had zamindars as their important clients.
84 Several attempts have been made to document the Bihar Kisan Sabha Movement under the 
leadership of Swami Sahajanand Saraswati and its conflict with the Indian National Congress. Some of 
the major works are: Walter Hauser, The Bihar Provincial Kisan Sabha (1929-42): A Study o f an 
Indian Peasant Movement, unpublished Ph D. thesis, University of Chicago, Sept. 1961; R. I. Crane, 
The Indian National Congress and the Indian Agrarian Problem (1919-39): An Historical Study, 
unpublished Ph D. thesis, Yale Univ., 1951; Stephen Henningham, Protest and Control in North Bihar 
(1917-42): A Study o f Continuity and Conflict in a Colonial Agrarian Society, PhD. thesis, Australian 
National University, Canberra, 1978; Rakesh Gupta, Bihar Peasantry and the Kisan Sabha (1936-47), 
New Delhi: PPH, 1982; and, Arvind N. Das, Agrarian Unrest and Socio-Economic Change in Bihar 
(1900-80), New Delhi: Manohar, 1983.
85 Cited in Hauser, op. cit., p. 131.
86 Home Dept. Poll. no. 18/2/1937
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This conflict extended to the election of Congress delegates in 1937, when many 
Congress supporters openly resorted to the use of force against the members of the Kisan 
Sabha “Violent methods and coercion were used to prevent the kisan members of the 
Congress from casting their votes, and many kisans were beaten up. The ballot boxes of 
Jamuna Kaijee and Ramnandan Mishra were removed from the [polling] booth. Disgusted 
with the corrupt methods used by the Congress, Ramnandan Mishra decided to quit it.”87 In 
a letter to Nehru, Ramnandan Mishra wrote, “Heads were broken, riotous mobs were led to 
the polling stations and inside the polling room, lathis [clubs] were displayed and in some 
cases used, arms were collected under daris [in rolled carpets ?] near polling stations, ballot- 
papers were taken away, windows of polling rooms were smashed and papers 
destroyed. . . Abuses and threats were very common. The pity of it is that responsible officials 
o f the Congress were not free from such practice[s].”88 It was only a preview of the way 
electoral politics would function in post-colonial India.
The Congress representative from Bhagalpur, who was accused of harbouring 
criminals, has only been following political predecessors. Violence has always been 
necessary in the maintenance of domination, and the use of force in electoral processes only 
affirms this rule of elite politics. In this sense, the successful career of this politician is 
comparable to that of any colonial zamindar, since both have tended to depend ultimately on 
the use of force. The Congress politician, as we have noted earlier, patronised a local group 
of Muslims89, which was used to intimidate voters and to capture booths90 in elections. In
87 Janata, 6 Jan 1938, pp.7-8, (microfilm, New Delhi: NMML)
88 AICC Papers, file no. P-6/1937, (microfilm, NMML). Later a Violence Inquiry Committee was 
instituted by the Congress to appease the discontent Socialist faction. Its report linked the electoral 
violence with the pro-landlord inclination of the Bihar Congress. See, AICC Papers, file no. P-6/1939- 
40.
89 The suburb of Tattarpur has been primarily inhabited by Muslims, some of whom live by the 
illegal manufacture and sale of firearms. Their connection with the then local M.P. of Bhagalpur is of 
common knowledge, especially since he openly supported this group against the Yadavas of Parvatti.
In one instance, it is said to be his intervention that led to a truce between two warring factions of the 
group, led by Iyanatullah Ansari and Sallan Mian respectively. This feud was so strong that on 23 June 
1989, Sallan Mian with his twenty odd mates made an attempt to kill Ansari, while the latter was being 
taken to the court-room by a few policemen. Although the attempt was made unsuccessful by police, in 
this broad daylight incident two persons (a lawyer and a court-clerk) were killed, allegedly by the police 
bullets. The district police administration was criticised for its incapacity, since none of the attackers
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return, it received the necessary protection that allowed its illegal business o f arms to 
flourish without much trouble from the law-enforcement agencies. This use o f organised 
criminals to counter electoral opposition by the local politician is hardly distinguishable from 
the employment o f Gurkhas by Grant, insofar as the use o f coercion in the maintenance of 
privilege is concerned.
This electoral requirement has generated a demand for men with arms, and a few 
members o f the diara community are also said to have joined the umbrella o f political 
patronage Sudama Mandal, a notorious Gangota criminal in police records, was known to 
have close connections with a Congress politician representing Nathnagar in the provincial 
assembly. It is claimed that the ambition o f this Gangota to replace his patron in the political 
ladder led to his mysterious murder. One o f the local residents disclosed that assassins were 
hired from Dhanbad91 to do the job. Another case may be cited o f Duppa Mandal who had 
the patronage o f an MLA o f Gopalpur. At first, this alliance with politicians does not seem 
to be different from what we saw in the case o f the Tattarpur group Although both 
categories perform similar functions for their political patrons, their motives for joining this 
cadre are different. While groups like that o f Tattarpur have needed political patronage to 
protect their illegal business interests, no such motive exists in the case of Gangotas, who 
have somewhat negligible presence in the urban organised crime.92 A significant motive for
could be arrested. [See, The Times o f India, (Patna edition), 24 June 1989] About two and a half 
months after this incident, the local police was successful in killing eight allegedly wanted criminals 
(all of whom were Muslims), presumably in an exchange of fire. This aggravated the residents of 
Tattarpur, as one of the residents told me that the encounter was fake and these innocent people were 
gunned down after being taken into custody. The local M. P. paid a visit to Tattarpur in the second 
week of October (1989), about a week before the beginning of the riots.
90 Booth capturing, a common feature of elections in Bihar, occurs when an armed group of 
individuals, intimidates the voters as well as the polling officials (if necessary), and then casts all the 
ballots of that booth in favour of their favourite contestant.
91 Dhanbad is notorious for Mafia-style groups that control the illegal mining of coal.
92 According to R. K. Prasad, the then city DSP (Deputy Superintendent of Police), there were two 
groups of Gangotas in Bhagalpur city under the surveillance of police, none of which were found to 
have any links with the organised crime (e g., manufacture and sale of firearms and explosives, 
extortion, smuggling, illegal sale of liquor and mercenary activities). The first group included residents 
of Company Bagh, a slum inhabited by migrant Gangotas of diara, which is said to have been involved 
in a land-dispute with a local Silk-factory owner. The second group involved a Gangota from 
Shankarpur, who was running a bhattha (bricklaying business) in Burhanath. The cause of concern for
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Gangota groups seeking political patronage may ' be seen in the protection against the wrath 
of police that every individual linked with an influential politician enjoys. Also, it may prove 
valuable in their opposition to the local landlords, as could be seen in the case of Duppa 
Mandal. His political connection was useful in countering the juro-penal influence of a local 
landlord in a land dispute in the diara village of Raghopur. Otherwise, the participation of 
Gangotas in electoral violence has generally been seen to counter the attempt to capture 
poll-booths in diara villages. This tendency, however, should not be interpreted as an 
attempt of the diara community to preserve the ideals of a free and fair electoral process. On 
the contrary, as was said to have taken place in 1984 parliamentary elections in Shankarpur, 
a few literate men of the village stamped all the ballots in accordance with the decision taken 
by the village community. The 1984 experience of electoral violence in Company Bagh (a 
Gangota slum) led the administration to take special measures on the eve of 1989-90 
parliamentary elections.93 It only exemplifies our contention that violence is the dominant 
mode of interaction between the elite and subaltern domains of politics.
The elitist use of violence in electoral politics also reflects the failure of modern 
politics to mobilise public opinion through ideological means. The election speeches, which 
seek to glorify the role of a politician or a political party in the past (e g., the national 
movement) and contain promises for a much better future, seem to have very little effect on 
the popular opinion. As the symbols, slogans, ideologies and manifestos of the modem 
politics fail to mobilise the masses, especially agrarian communities, the use of coercion has 
become inevitable. The failure of modem political ideologies to capture votes may be
the police officer was a scuffle between a Gangota tea-stall owner and a local Bank union leader. The 
latter is said to have broken the utensils, beaten the tea-stall owner and threatened to kill him when 
asked to pay for the pending bills. The following night a few men attacked the residence of the union 
leader, fired a few shots, threw a bomb and shouted obscenities. According to the police officer, they 
did not attempt to harm anybody or rob anything. The culprits were suspected to have included the 
bhattha-owner and his few associates from diara. This incident was an alarming sign, according to the 
police officer, since the extension of diara violence to the city would have posed a very serious problem 
for the police administration. Interview with R. K. Prasad (dt. 6 Oct. 1989) #
93 Just before the 1989-90 elections, many Gangotas of Company Bagh were arrested in apprehension 
of the breach of peace. It seems the district administration was favouring the ruling party, since the 
standing member of the parliament is said to have been instrumental in the posting of an IAS (Indian 
Administrative Service) officer, who was also his relative, as the District Magistrate of Bhagalpur about 
a year before the elections.
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attributed primarily to their exteriority, which makes them incomprehensible to the mass 
domain of politics, as aptly expressed in the following Gangota song :
abkai elekson mein sagrao partisan bhelon, 
larlau sabhai barkai khun kharaba bhelau 
forbad bakbard ki bolaichhai 
samjhau mein kuchh nai abai chhai
[This time in elections everywhere there was partition (division)
People fought and shed blood  
What they say “forward-backward”,
I do not understand ]
This song must have been composed after 1977, since the “backward-forward” issue 
emerged only after the victory of Janata Party in provincial elections. The then Chief 
Minister of the province, Karpoori Thakur proposed reservations for the ‘backward’ 
communities in government jobs. This category was supposed to have been constituted by 
all communities except the Scheduled Castes (harijans) and Tribes, for which reservations 
already existed, and ‘forward’ castes (Brahmans, Bhumihar Brahmans, Rajputs and 
Kayasthas). Although Mr. Thakur lost his leadership due to the opposition from his own 
party ML As (Members of Legislative Assembly), the consequences of this policy manifested 
in the increased violence in elections. Despite the fact that this ideology incorporated the 
traditional caste categories, it was outweighed, as expressed in the above song, by the 
division that existed between the subordinate political domain of Gangotas and the elite 
political domain.
Thus, the association of modem politics with the use of force, epitomised as the 
criminalisation of politics, is not a post-colonial phenomenon. Instead, modern civil state in 
India owes its very introduction to the use of violence. In the post-colonial period, electoral 
politics has only helped to redistribute this nexus between power and coercion. The 
existence of this relationship in the context of indigenous rule may be assigned to the failure 
of the formal political domain to acquire hegemony in both its aspects. Firstly, the failure of 
nationalist ideology has retained the image of modem civil state of an exterior entity in the 
perception of Gangotas. Consequently, its existence in diara is represented only in the
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official use of force in the name of law and order At the same time, the modern political 
organisations that constitute the formal domain of politics have not succeeded in mobilising 
the diara community. Due to their exteriority and elitist origin, the ideologies, symbols and 
principles of modem political organisations have largely failed to make any positive 
impression upon Gangotas As a consequence, the claim of being the elected representative 
of the masses has to be a function of coercion and not of ideology.
To conclude, the failure of modern politics to integrate the diara community in its 
domain rests primarily in its affirmation of the rule of law that is colonial in origin as well as 
in content. Although aimed to isolate and weed out the rebellious elements of the colonised 
population, the rule of law succeeded only in creating a split in the Indian polity. This 
unintended effect may largely be attributed to the failure o f the colonial project of 
universalising the ideology of rule of law due to its internal contradictions, i.e., the ideology 
of distinction between the criminals and the law abiding subjects was outweighed by the 
distinction between the law-givers and the colonised to which this law was applied. The fact 
that it was a product of the English political thought compelled it to remain an object of 
colonial pride with virtually no sanction from the colonised, who perceived it only as an 
external imposition. The lack of hegemony kept the rule of law indistinguishable from the 
rule of force.
The relationship o f mutual negation between the modem politics and subordinate 
masses remained intact in spite of the nationalist mobilisation by the Indian National 
Congress, largely due to the elitism that marked the nationalist movement in practice as well 
as in ideology. The strong links between the zamindars and the provincial Congress leaders 
outweighed the latter’s aspirations of popular acceptance, since they supported, and 
advocated, the use of repressive measures to contain the anti-zamindari movement. At the 
ideological level, on the other hand, the liberal non-violent principle of Congress resulted in 
the condemnation of any collective use of force in the anti-colonial struggle. As its 
nationalism was a product of the same Western thought, the Congress protest was directed 
only at the misapplication of law and not at its ideological foundations. As a consequence,
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the nationalist leadership shared the colonial perception that all collective acts of violent 
protest, especially those outside the domain of formal politics, were not political but 
criminal Not much was left to be revealed about the elitism of Congress after it replaced the 
alien rule in the seat of power. The retention and strengthening of the colonial juro-penal 
structure by the post-colonial rulers contradicts the nationalist claim of arrival of 
independence with the end of the British Raj. In the popular perception, modern civil state in 
India is unable to dissociate itself from its colonial attribute, and, thus, at best it can be 
described as post-colonial.
Conclusion
Institutions reply: "But you have nothing to fear from launching out; we’re here to show1 you 
discourse is within the established order of things, that w e’ve waited a long time for its arrival, 
that a place has been set aside for it - a place which both honours and disarms it; and if it 
should happen to have a certain power, then it is we, and we alone, who give it that power”
I now know which voice it was I would have wished for, preceding me, supporting 
me, inviting me to speak and lodging within my own speech. I know now just w hat was so 
awesome about beginning; for it was here, where I speak now, that I listened to that voice, and 
where its possessor is no longer, to hear me speak.
- Foucault The Archaeology o f Knowledge
The use o f collective force by Gangotas is closely linked with the agrarian structure of 
diara. Although known to be its original inhabitants, Gangotas have little control over their 
habitat. The land of diara is largely owned by ex-zamindars and moneylenders, whereas the 
water of Ganga is under the control of panidar (waterlord). The contemporary agrarian 
structure of diara evolved from the changes that were introduced during the colonial period 
In particular, the Permanent Settlement o f 1793 placed zamindars as the absolute proprietors 
of land and, like elsewhere in Bengal, the cultivators of diara were reduced to the status of 
raiyats, who could cultivate their holdings only so long as they met the rental demand of 
their zamindars. While the colonial authority fixed the revenue it received from the 
zamindars, no such limit was imposed upon the rent that the zamindars extracted from their 
raiyats. High rental demand and abwabs (illegal cesses) that encompassed nearly every 
domain of a raiyat’s life, led to the increasing transfer of diara land from Gangotas to the 
zamindars Although officially described as revenue administration, the dominance of 
zamindar penetrated the very domain of the body of the raiyat, as indicated by the practice 
of begar (forced labour without any wages) that was used not only in the construction of 
zamindari kothis (mansions), but also for building temples and schools that the local 
zamindars sponsored to uplift their social image. As the colonial introduction of zamindari 
did not have the consent of the cultivators, the authority of the zamindar essentially 
depended upon the application o f force.
The distance between the zamindars of Shankarpur (i.e., Harry Grant, Sukhraj Rai and 
Abhay Kumar Singh) and the Gangota cultivators, which basically derived from their
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respective positions in the local agrarian structure, was only reinforced by the social and 
cultural differences that existed between the tw o . 1 In the perception of the diara community, 
the exteriority of zamindars was combined with the political nature of their dominance, 
which reflected significantly in the official support that they received in containing the 
‘trouble-making’ raiyats. The political affiliations o f the Rai family was also reflected at the 
time of the abolition of zamindari, as it was able to retain control of a considerable 
proportion of diara land that should have gone to Gangota cultivators. As a result, the 
cultivators of Shankarpur became sharecroppers on their own land. The operation of 
moneylenders also contributed in making sharecropping the dominant form of agrarian 
relations in diara High rental demand combined with the crop failures caused by uncertain 
floods compelled Gangotas to borrow from moneylenders at a very high rate of interest. As 
civil laws introduced by the colonial regime eliminated social restrictions that had prevented 
a moneylender from taking control of a debtor’s land, the transfer of holdings from 
Gangotas to the moneylenders in lieu o f unpaid debts saw many moneylenders transform 
into big landlords. The post-colonial attempts to facilitate agrarian credit only helped the 
privileged section of the local society, leaving the dominance of moneylenders intact. While 
a high degree of indebtedness ruled out the introduction of new farming techniques, the 
increased emphasis on productivity arising from the expansion of market only resulted in the 
intensive utilisation of labour. Even then in many instances agricultural output could barely 
cover the interest liabilities.2 As a result, the share of Gangotas in diara land continued 
shrinking, alienating them further from their habitat. While the changes introduced by the 
post-colonial state withdrew legitimacy from the authority of landlords, the rights of the 
panidar to collect rent (Jalkar) from the fishermen and boatmen of diara remained 
untouched. Although backed by a genealogical past of about four centuries3, the authority of
1 To be socially at par with the other zamindars of Bhagalpur, Sukhraj Rai claimed his origin from 
Bundela Rajputs, an order of Kshatriya, denying his Kalwar (a low caste) origin.
2 The experience of Shankarpur defies the neo-positivist theory, according to which interest rates 
cannot be higher than the rate of return.
3 Originally the panidari rights along with the title o f ‘Mahashay’ were granted to Sriram Ghosh by 
the Mughal emperor Akbar in 1604. Ever since then the Ghosh family has exercised absolute authority 
over the eighty kilometer stretch of Ganga in Bhagalpur (from Sultanganj in the west to Pirpainti in 
the east).
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panidar never succeeded in obtaining the sanction of the diara community. As a result, like 
zamindari, pamdari also had to depend upon the application of force.
Against this specific articulation of power in diara society, the collective use of force 
by Gangotas acquires a much different meaning than what is suggested by its representation 
in the legal discourse. The opposition between those who are exterior to diara yet control it, 
and those who are the original inhabitants of diara, but do not have any claim in their 
habitat, resembles the volatility of a colonised society, except for the absence of a modern 
political ideology (nationalism or communism) that was used to rationalise the anti-colonial 
violence in different instances. Although lacking in political ideology, dacoity and hanseri, 
the two major forms of violence used by Gangotas, are characterised by the presence of 
defiance that differentiates them from poverty driven crimes. Hanseri, which literally implies 
an act of making a claim to a piece of land by forcibly harvesting its crop, is public, pre­
announced and contains an open challenge to the adversary. It generally occurs in the broad 
daylight and the time and venue of its occurrence are known to the adversary in advance.
Opposite to this, dacoity is silent, nocturnal and without any prior announcement 
Participants of a dacoity generally attempt to conceal their identities by covering their faces. 
The element of surprise contained in dacoity catches the adversary unprepared and 
defenceless. It is generally used by those Gangotas who are unable to manifest their defiance 
openly, either because o f the superior strength of their adversary or perhaps, what is more 
likely, due to the fact that the target of dacoity is their employer during the day. The reversal 
o f power relations obtained through dacoity is momentary, as it lasts only as long as the 
duration of dacoity. Its advantages over hanseri include the economy of resources, and its 
longer reach, since it allows Gangotas to include the very body of the landlord in the act of 
inversion rather than his representative lathials. However, rather than a final break in the 
relations of domination, dacoity is an act of protest that cannot wait until the subordinate has 
become strong enough to challenge the dominant authority overtly. It represents a social 
context in which the protesters are aware of their inability to match the superior strength of 
their landlord in the broad daylight, while the overtness of hanseri derives from the
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understanding of the participants that their collective strength is at par with that of the 
landlord.
Both dacoity and hanseri fall in the category of punishable offences in the Indian Penal 
Code, an instrument of criminal justice introduced about a century and a half ago. In 
distinguishing these offences from ordinary crime the Code uses the phrase five or more to 
emphasise upon their collective nature. This emphasis clearly reflects that the seriousness of 
such offences does not rest in their threat to life and property, but in their collective nature. 
Thus, for example, while a robbery committed by an individual would invoke a sentence of 
up to five years, a robbery committed by five  or more (dacoity) may result in the 
transportation of each participant for life. Not only is the actual commission of dacoity 
punishable but its ‘preparation’ is as well. The only other instance in which the Code 
recommends punishment for a mere ‘preparation’ is ‘treason’, the offence of ‘waging war 
against the government’. To equate dacoity with rebellion only reflects its political nature, 
which is irreducible to a simple appropriation o f property. Although by treating dacoity as a 
crime, the Indian Penal Code attempts to deny its political nature, in the use of the phrase 
‘five or more’ it acknowledges the existence of a collective will in dacoity, however small, 
that affirms its political character.4
The Indian Penal Code has been elitist not only in its application but also in its very 
ideological roots. Colonial in origin as well as in content, the Code had its ideological basis 
in the same utilitarian notion of justice that had inspired the restructuring of criminal law in 
England during the eighteenth century. However, the administrative requirements of colonial 
rule relegated the principle of justice to the background. The proven efficacy of the Code in 
rationalising the colonial application of force led the post-colonial rulers to retain it, 
irrespective o f the fact that it had been imposed without the consent o f the citizenry which it 
claimed to protect. In particular, the introduction of this code undermined the communal
4 The political character of dacoity was recognised by the colonial rule during its very initial days. 
Warren Hastings, the first Governor General of India, observed that the dacoits of Bengal were "in a 
state of declared war with Government”. See, Warren Hastings, Letter from the Committee of Circuit 
to the Council of Fort William at Cossimbazaar, 15 Aug. 1772. Quoted by Kaye, op. cit., p.382.
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code of Gangotas that had perpetuated through social conventions. While the fear of 
excommunication led the members of diara community to abide by chalan (social practice in 
a collective sense) they acted as both the subjects and the vehicles of this communal code. 
Although the Indian Penal Code was supported by the proprietors (zamindars and 
moneylenders) as it forbade any violent transfer of property, it could not compete with 
chalan in getting social acceptance in diara. This could be attributed, firstly, to the exterior 
origin of the Code that shared nothing with the norms and conventions of the diara society, 
and, secondly, to the formalism (formal procedures, manners, dress, etc.) that accompanied 
its implementation. Also, in the social milieu of diara, an exercise of force to correct some 
act o f injustice was not only considered acceptable but also desirable. As the individuals 
adored by Gangotas as heroes were labelled as ‘hardened criminals’ and sent to prison in 
accordance with the Indian Penal Code, its acceptance by the diara community could only 
be realised by an imagined hegemony.
Although there is little doubt in the opposition of Gangotas to the local elites and the 
penal code, it is difficult to locate resistance in all the instances of Gangota violence. The 
coexistence of a will to protest and extreme poverty among Gangotas often leads to a 
collective exercise of force in which the attack on local elites is accompanied by an 
appropriation of property. However, the presence o f appropriation of property in an act of 
violence does not necessarily determine its character, a fact even known to the police 
officials of Bhagalpur who treated the nocturnal raid on Sadhopur village as a riot, despite 
the fact that Gangota raiders had carried away property worth hundreds of thousands of 
rupees.5 During the Hindu-Muslim riots, the appropriation of property was also 
accompanied by its destruction. This clearly reflects that the objective of the Gangota 
participants, rather than a simple acquisition of property, was to alienate the adversary (e g., 
the Hindu moneylender) from his wealth that was both a manifestation and an instrument of 
dominance. Also, the Gangota appropriation of a landlord’s property may be interpreted as 
an inversion of that extension of dominance which allowed the latter to collect lagaan (rent) 
and abwabs (cesses) under zamindari, and hissa (share) under sharecropping from the
5 The incident has been discussed in Chapter II.
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cultivators of diara Although the plurality of forms and targets does not allow us to list the 
attributes that would fit each instance of Gangota violence, the presence of a communal will 
in such incidents alone reflects their defiant character
In the absence of a rational-legal sanction, the collective use of force by Gangotas is 
rationalised in religious terms. Although autonomous to a great extent, the religious domain 
o f Gangotas is marked by an ambiguity in its relationship with the Brahmanic Hinduism. A 
number of diara myths and religious practices indicate the opposition of Gangotas to the 
dominant religious order. In particular, the mythological narrative dealing with the origin of 
Gangotas with its two contradictory versions clearly reflects the integration o f mythology in 
the war o f Gangotas with the dominant social category of savarna (ritually higher castes). 
By tracing the origin of Gangotas to Shiva and Ganga, the diara version of the myth 
severely undermines the Brahmanic notion of the divine hierarchy that places the community 
of Gangotas among Sudras A similar reversal of the caste hierarchy may be seen in the 
mythological narratives o f Vishahari and Sailes Bhagat that depict characters belonging to 
avarna (low caste, literally without vama) category in central roles. While the myth of 
Vishahari centres around the theme of the victory of a non-Brahmanic goddess, in the story 
of Sailes Bhagat we find the defeat of Durga, the Brahmanic personification of power, at the 
hands of Chhachhan Dorn. The presence of non-Brahmanic deities, rituals and specialists in 
diara contradicts the Brahmanic claim to hegemony.
While different elements of the religious domain of Gangotas indicate their opposition 
to the dominant religious order, on a number of occasions the inhabitants of diara have 
chosen to affirm the Brahmanic ideology. During the movement of Anant Das, a Gangota 
saint, the residents of diara adopted Brahmanic symbols (vegetarianism, sacred thread, etc.) 
and participated in Vedic rituals. They also started worshipping Brahmanic deities, which 
largely conformed to the prescriptions of the religious elites. However, the local Brahmans 
were less than pleased, since Gangotas, being ritually inferior, were not entitled either to 
wear yajnopavit (the sacred thread) or to participate in Vedic rituals. Similarly, the 
participation of Gangotas in the Bhagalpur reflected an ambiguity that is open to
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interpretation. Their positive response to the religious mobilisation of local elites seemed to 
affirm the authority of the Brahmanic ideology. However, their discriminatory use of 
violence, which was evident in the attack on the shop of a Hindu moneylender while leaving 
a diara village of Muslim fishermen intact, reflected an altogether different agenda
The configuration of power in the social structure of diara reflects significantly in the 
linguistic division of Angika (the local language) into babuan boli (the speech of high caste) 
and sudar boli (the speech of low born). Although, there has been an attempt by the local 
elites to standardise Angika, by making babuan boli as its representative, in diara the 
prescriptions o f this linguistic regime has largely been violated. Consequently, the narratives 
o f diara for their disregard for the linguistic rules of standard Angika (babuan boli) and a 
non-conformity to the elitist emphasis on samajik achar (social conduct) have been largely 
excluded from the discourses of ‘standard’ Angika. The illegitimation of the diara narrative 
by the advocates of ‘standard’ Angika has, however, failed to check the verbalisation of the 
dissent of Gangotas, which is present, although in different forms, in nearly all contexts of 
linguistic exchange. The overtness of their verbal protest is inversely related to the spatial 
distribution of linguistic domination. In the social contexts dominated by the local elites, the 
defiance of Gangotas expresses through the violations of the norms of social interaction, 
including a refusal to respond to the queries of the superior. The Gangota residents of the 
slums of the city, which border the linguistic boundaries of babuan boli and sudar boli, 
convey their message through the use o f ambiguous narratives that may be interpreted either 
as a meek request or as a warning. The verbalisation of protest acquires its most overt form 
in the discourses of diara, which are relatively free of the linguistic domination of babuan 
boli. As we have seen in the ballad dedicated to Kailash Mandal, the narratives of diara 
perform mainly two functions: firstly, they constitute a counter-discourse that represents the 
Gangota view of the social structure; and, secondly, they allow the preservation of the local 
past in a mythologised form. Not only does the ballad of Kailash Mandal reverses his official 
depiction as a criminal, it also preserves the glory o f a moment of inversion. At the same 
time, it also carries a call for the defiance of Gangotas in future. The political nature of 
Gangota resistance is affirmed in the ballad.
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Both in the generation of the resistance of diara community and in its representation 
as crime, the articulation of power has played a crucial role. In its specificity, as we have 
seen earlier, the configuration of power is reflected in the agrarian structure of diara, which 
ultimately relies upon coercion as its driving force. In its generality, on the other hand, it 
may be seen in the structure of Indian polity that carries a rupture, introduced during the 
colonial rule The latter, contrary to the claim of many historians6, had been significant not 
only in determining the relations o f domination between the colonial power and India, but 
also in shaping the specific articulation of power at the local levels in more than one way. 
Not only did the colonial rule introduce changes that shaped the agrarian structure of 
domination in diara, it also laid the foundation of the modem civil state in India, which 
proved to be both exterior and elitist to Gangotas and many other agrarian communities. It 
was exterior since it had its basis in the political thinking of an alien culture, and elitist as it 
was introduced by the colonial rule without the consent of the ones it administered. For both 
these reasons, it largely failed to integrate the subordinate agrarian populations, including 
Gangotas. And, thus, the Indian polity came to be divided into two different, and often 
antithetical, domains - the elite domain o f modem politics and the agrarian domain of mass 
politics.
A relationship of mutual rejection between the two often reflected in a violent 
interaction that characterised the colonial social formation in the subcontinent. For the lack 
of hegemony, the authority of the coloniser could only be maintained through the use of 
force. However, it was not the force that separated Indian colonialism from other modes of 
domination but the ideological rationalisation in which rule of law played a central role. As 
discussed earlier, the ideology of rule of law was present in all the three colonial strategies of 
distinction. Firstly, it was used to distinguish the colonial state from the predecessing
6 A number of Cambridge historians (e g. Chris Bayly) hold the view that colonial rule in India had 
very little effect on the structure of domination at local levels, and that the local elites exercised 
authority largely derived from traditional social institutions (e g., caste). See, his The New Cambridge 
History o f India, , part 2, vol. 1, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988. The reflection of this 
view may also been seen in a study by Anand Yang of Saran (Bihar), in which he claims that the 
authority of British rule was limited in influencing the local relations of power. See, Anand A. Yang, 
The Limited Raj, Delhi: Oxford, 1989.
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Mughal rule The latter was described as a rule of force that came to be replaced by, as per 
the claim of colonial historians, rule of law. There was a second series of distinctions that 
was applied to the colonised population that was seen to be divided into numerous groups 
on the basis of religion, ethnicity, caste, language, etc. Rule of law played a crucial role in 
this respect, as the agrarian collectivities that demonstrated disregard for the colonial order 
were identified as ‘hereditary robbers’ and ‘criminals by birth’ from the very early stage of 
the colonial rule In particular, the Criminal Tribes Act (1871) was especially designed to 
regulate physical mobility and association of the communities of ‘hereditary’ and ‘habitual’ 
criminals. The third type of ideological distinction was to be established between the 
coloniser and the colonised. Rather than acknowledging their victory to the superior use of 
force, the colonisers attempted to explain it in terms of cultural, racial, and even moral 
superiority over the oriental society. The benevolence of rule of law was seen to be limited 
and the colonial writers hoped that at some future stage o f development, the natives would 
be able to enjoy the full benefits o f the rule of law. Rule of law came to reify the distance 
between the colonial masters and the native subjects. A product of ‘European wisdom’, rule 
of law also became an object of colonial pride. As it was impossible that an ideology of 
distinction would also serve in the establishment of ideological dominance, the colonial 
project of universalising rule of law failed, and the colonial rule o f law had to depend upon 
the use of force.
The opposition of the Congress leaders to the colonial rule did not separate them from 
the elite domain of politics. The elitist nature of Congress was known to Gangotas a long 
time before the advent o f swaraj (self-rule). The strong links between the zamindars and the 
provincial Congress leaders outweighed the latter’s aspirations of popular acceptance, since 
they supported, and advocated, the use of repressive measures to contain the anti-zamindari 
movement. At the ideological level, adhering to the liberal non-violent principle, the 
Congress leaders condemned the use of collective violence in politics. As their nationalism 
was a product of the same Western thought, the protest of the Congress leaders was 
directed only at the misapplication of law and not at its ideological foundations. To a great 
extent, the nationalist leadership shared the colonial perception that all instances of violent
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resistance, especially those outside the domain of formal politics, were not political but 
criminal Upon coming to power, the post-colonial Congress rule largely retained the 
political institutions of its predecessor, which resulted in the continuity of the antagonism 
between the two domains of politics. Consequently, the violent resistance of Gangotas 
continued, and so did its depoliticised description in crime.
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